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Abstract 
This study seeks to contribute to the overall understanding of land conflicts in post-
conflict settings, by shedding light on the crucial role of youth through qualitative 
fieldwork in Acholiland, Northern Uganda. It is argued that social positions play a 
crucial role in how youth access land, choose to involve and act within land conflict. 
What is considered as legitimate claims to land is contested in this post-conflict context, 
which results in a fluid and unstable tenure system putting even greater importance on 
social positions. People in privileged positions can take advantage of open moments 
created by the political vacuum of the post conflict fluidity and can hence deprive 
disadvantaged groups their land, having more navigational possibilities. Economic 
resources, political influence, or simply having many youth are all factors that put some 
in better social positions than others in land conflicts. Land conflicts do thus lead to 
deepening social inequality and poor developmental progress. 
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Glossary of Key Terms 
Customary land tenure is the traditional system of land ownership in the Acholi sub-
region. Customary landownership is regulated by customary rules and is historically not 
documented in the Acholi sub-region (Foley 2007:32pp) 
Customary custodians are the persons who are traditionally responsible for taking care 
and maintaining customary tenure in relation to traditional customs. These are typically 
elders of a clan and locally appointed chiefs, such as Rwot Kweris. 
Freehold land tenure is an individualized system of land ownership that derives its 
legality from written law. Land under freehold tenure is in most cases held in perpetuity 
and the owner has the right to sell, rent, lease or transact in any other way (Foley 2007: 
12). 
Internally displaced people (IDPs) are “persons or groups of persons who have been 
forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in 
particular as a result of, or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of 
generalized violence, violence of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and 
who have not crossed an internally recognized state order” (McKibben & Bean 2010:4) 
Land conflict (land dispute, land wrangle) is a disagreement on land access or/and land 
ownership between at least two parties. A land conflict is hence a dispute over property 
rights to land, and can be violent or non-violent. 
Leasehold land tenure is a form of land holding, where one party grant another person 
land usage right to a piece of land for a specified period of time, under terms agreed 
upon by the two parties, usually in exchange of rent. Owners holding land in 
respectively freehold, customary and mailo (See chap. 3 for more information on the 
tenure system) can all grant a lease to another person (Foley 2007:13) 
Post-conflict setting is in this paper defined as the context and circumstances 
constituting the aftermath of a war or an insurgency. A post-conflict context is the 
transition from intense violence to peace recovery, where there is an absence of war and 
a reasonable degree of security, but not essentially real peace and stability (Unruh 2004) 
Resettlement is in this paper defined as the physical movement of people from the 
location of displacement, as well as the process of rebuilding lives and livelihoods after 
displacement. Resettlement is in our understanding both returning to one’s place of 
origin and settling on a third place after displacement. 
Violent land conflict is in this paper defined as “personal injury or death and/or 
physical property damage in a land dispute” (Pons-Vignon & Lecomte 2004:18). 
Violence covers hence both physical harm to animals, people and property, and 
psychological abuse in the form of threats. 
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Introduction  
Introduction: Scoping the Issue  
Land is of great importance in rural Africa and is crucial to meeting some of the most 
basic human needs. In sub-Saharan Africa land is the single most important productive 
resource to rural communities, providing for income and agricultural produce to sustain 
livelihoods. However, land goes beyond economic consideration, as it is also a source 
of social status, political power, identity, cultural heritage and belonging (Okoth-
Ogendo 2006:5p, Gulliver 1961:16). In periods of instability “land appears to be a 
source of relative stability in a volatile and threatening world” (Berry 2002:639), 
providing arguments for the even greater importance of land, as it represents social and 
economic security (Gulliver 1961:16, Berry 2002:639).  
The Acholi region in Northern Uganda was the site of a vicious and protracted civil 
war, which lasted for almost two decades. In the fighting between the notorious rebel 
group the Lord’s Resistance Army, the LRA, and government UPDF forces, the war 
often deliberately targeted the civilian population. It resulted in the large-scale 
displacement of almost 2 million people into IDP-camps, thereby depriving most people 
of all their valuable assets. Not until 2006, when a ceasefire-agreement was signed, 
people began to return to their original homes. It is in this post-conflict setting that land 
in Northern Uganda has come to carry even greater importance, hence it is now the only 
productive asset people have left after the war, making it the only source of survival 
(Adoko and Levine 2004: xi). 
The situation today is that many Acholis have been encamped for more than a 
generation. Upon returning to their original homes they have faced great difficulties 
accessing land, re-establishing their land rights, and defining boundaries (Vaughan and 
Steward 2011: 6). Knowledge of the original or pre-conflict land boundaries have been 
lost, as many of the elders, who used to function as custodians of the customary tenure 
system and knew the boundaries, died while still in the camps. Furthermore, natural 
demarcations such as trees, streams and rivers have been cut down, changed or dried 
out, or people have simply forgotten after decades of displacement. Resettling in their 
ancestral land, which many have never seen, has been characterized by confusion, 
consequently resulting in a destabilizing scramble for land (Burke & Egaru 2011: 3, 
Vaughan and Steward: 5-6). The rush for land has been intensified by rapid population 
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growth, high poverty- and unemployment rates and a new consciousness of land as a 
commodity, triggered by a government land policy promoting privatization and 
liberalization (Ravnborg et al. 2013: 16). Some argue that customary law provided 
tenure security to vulnerable groups such as widows, children, disabled and elderly, 
since it was a social obligation to accommodate these. The displacement has eroded 
social norms, and people have become increasingly conscious of the economic value of 
land, changing their behavior in regards to letting other people stay on their land 
(Mabikke 2011:9). This is resulting in vulnerable groups becoming increasingly 
disowned and landless (Rugadya 2008:iii).  
The precarious resettlement process has erupted into an escalating number of land 
related conflicts in Acholiland, making disputes over land the most significant form of 
conflict in this region (Vaughan and Steward 2011: 4). The magnitude of the land issue 
is illustrated in the following words of a government official: “Everybody in Northern 
Uganda is affected by land disputes. You will not be able to find anyone, who has not 
been part of a land conflict. Every piece of land you step on here in Northern Uganda is 
conflicted.1” Land management institutions, both traditional and statutory, struggle to 
cope with the vast number of land disputes. Eroding authority and lack of capacity to 
handle the amount of cases challenge these management institutions, which are left 
malfunctioning after the war (Foley 2007: 43; McKibben & Bean 2010:34p). Many land 
disputes escalate into violence, as people take matters into their own hands, thereby 
threatening the nascent stability and peace. The land disputes take various forms 
between family members, neighbors, communities, clans, private sector investments and 
government. The majority being between relatives, neighbors, families and clans, 
related to demarcation of boundaries or competing land claims. (Vaughan and Steward 
2011: 4). It has not been possible to identify valid numbers on the number of land 
conflicts in the region, as the numbers do not exist. However Burke and Egaru (2011) 
estimates that at least 12.000 cases are brought before local courts each year. This does 
however not cover the number of cases that are never reported or solved through 
traditional mediation. 
In regards to land disputes, the role of youth is of paramount importance.  Often young 
men and women are adding to the complexity of solving the land disputes, especially 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Interview with government official, Koch Goma Sub County, October 11th 2013 
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when carrying out violent actions (Vaughan & Stewart 2011:8). Whether being drivers 
in the conflicts or exploited by their elders, the way that youth navigate within or 
around land disputes has great influence on their own future as well as their families 
(Obi 2006:6,12). This is particularly important in post-conflict settings, such as the 
Acholi region, where land is even more crucial to livelihood (Unruh 2008:103). The fact 
that the younger generation does not, or only vaguely, know pre-camp life, as most have 
been born and raised in the camps, evidently puts them in a difficult position, as land is 
of immense importance, but not necessarily accessed with ease (Burke & Egaro 
2011:3). For the vast majority of youth, land is only accessed through social relations, 
mainly within the family or clan, creating the paradox of customary tenure acting as 
both a form of tenure security and a mean of exclusion (Whyte et al 2012:12). This, as 
well as the generational gaps created during the war and camplife, has created inter- and 
intragenerational tensions in relation to land (Langole 2013:4).  
The post-conflict situation in Acholiland raises a number of questions concerning land 
conflicts and access such as: How and to what extend does youth access land, and how 
is access related to social relations? How does youth perceive and approach land when 
having few or no livelihood alternatives to agriculture? Why do land disputes occur and 
what are the consequences of land conflicts in a post-conflict setting? Which driving 
forces influence youths’ decisions on how to navigate in land disputes and what roles 
do they play – are they victims or contributors in land conflicts or both? 
Taking depature in the above complex matters, this study aims at answering the 
following Research question:  
 
The aim of this research is to qualitatively explore the links between youth, land access 
and land conflicts. In order to do so, this study draws on different theoretical concepts 
derived from the literature on land and land tenure as well as the literature on 
contemporary African youth. Adopting the concept of social positions as processes of 
social being and social becoming (Chrisitansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:11), we look at 
youth’s social positions shaped by age, gender, kinship, economic and political capital 
as i.e. Berry (1993) and Peters (2004) suggest as of paramount importance in relation to 
How	  do	  youth	  access	  land	  in	  post-­‐conflict	  Acholiland,	  and	  how	  is	  their	  involvement	  
and	  actions	  in	  land	  conflicts	  related	  to	  their	  social	  positions?	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access to customary land. Through the concepts of primary and secondary rights 
(Joireman 2011), stewardship (Adoko & Lavine 2005) and extended youth (Obi 2006), 
we investigate to what extent youth access land through the complex webs of social 
power relations entangled in land tenure.  
The significance of social positions becomes evident when investigating this matter in a 
fluid post-conflict setting characterized by legal pluralism and unstable tenure systems, 
where authority is contested and negotiated, as described by Lund (2008). Within this 
context, we therefore illuminate how youth’s social positions interlink with their diverse 
motives for involvement in land disputes. In order to investigate youth’s actions within 
land conflicts once they are involved, we adopt Vigh’s concept of social navigation and 
illuminates how youth navigate within their space of possibility taking advantage of 
open moments created (Unruh 2004) and how their choice of navigation in land disputes 
deepens social inequalities.  
Contribution to Existing Research  
The issue of land-related conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa has been the focus of many 
academic scholars and empirically based reports (Berry 2002; Adoko & Levine 2004; 
Lund 2008; Peters 2004; Lund & Boone 2013). Our focus in this study is narrowed 
down to the relations between land conflicts and youth as social agents in this matter. 
Youth have often been seen as transformers and bearers of change, and many studies 
have been carried out on the relationship between conflict and youth (Obi 2006; Urdal 
2011; Ukeje & Iliwade 2012). However, relatively few scholars have been focusing on 
the multiple roles of youth in land conflicts, although several empirically based reports 
call attention to the need for shedding light on the issues of youth involvement in land 
disputes (Vaughan & Stewart 2011; Sebina-Zziwa et al 2008:23). 
Aiming at providing a deeper understanding of the relationship between youth, access 
to land and land conflicts necessitates a qualitative approach. Therefore this study has 
entailed 10 weeks of fieldwork in the Acholi sub region in Northern Uganda, which has 
provided for the opportunity to explore these issues in a post-conflict setting. Its 
importance is enhanced by the likeliness of encountering similar situations in other 
future post-conflict settings, where a better understanding of tendencies in such 
situations might prove valuable, when strategies and policies are to be implemented. 
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Working Questions 
In order to explore our research question, we have developed three working questions, 
focusing on the relationships between our interlinked elements of analytical interest; 
youth, access to land and land conflicts, which are illustrated in the figure below: 
 
Figure 1.1 – Interrelations Between Analytical Elements 
 
Referring to the figure, each working question – and thus each part of the analysis – 
takes its departure in the relations between the elements, indicated by the numbers. The 
three working questions and the key concepts put into use in each part of the analysis is 
summarized below.  
 
1) How do youth access land through social positions in a post-conflict setting? 
The first part of the analysis evolves around the relationship between youth and land 
access. It explores the multiplicity of youth’s ways of accessing customary land through 
social relations on the basis of their social being, and which kind of access different 
social positions entail. Furthermore, it investigates how access to land is a way of social 
becoming for youth. Viewing these relationships in a post-conflict setting, it is 
illuminated how customary law works as both security and exclusion, putting even 
more pressure on youth’s social position.  
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2) How does youths’ social positions influence their involvement in land disputes? 
Viewing social positions as inseparable from access to land, the second part looks into 
how social positions of youth and youth involvement in land disputes are related. It is 
explored what the motives and reasons behind youth involvement in land conflicts are 
by looking into the concepts of fluidity, open moments, and legal pluralism. Thereby we 
wish to explore why youth involve themselves or get involved, and how this is linked to 
their social positions. 
 
3) How do youth navigate in land conflicts? 
Lastly, the main emphasis in the third part of the analysis, which takes its departure in 
the concepts of social navigation, space of possibility, and forum shopping, aims at 
unfolding how youth navigate in land conflicts.  It is examined how they position 
themselves within the conflict, and which recurrent strategies they choose when 
struggling over land. Do they avoid conflicts, negotiate, fight, or seek other strategies? 
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The Dynamics of Land and Youth in Sub-Saharan Africa  
“Of all issues in African local politics, land remains perhaps the most prominent one” 
(Lund 2008:9).  
Elaborating on the quote above, ‘the land question’, implies multiple questions on 
access to and control over land, and is the burning issue within both local and national 
politics in sub-Saharan Africa (Lund 2008:9). Consequently, land tenure has over the 
years gained strong attention in the academic literature. Less scholarly attention has 
been paid to contemporary African youth, however equally important. More than half of 
the population in Africa is below the age of 35, making it to the “youngest” continent in 
the world (AUC n.d.). Moreover, 70% of the sub-Saharan African population lives in 
rural areas (World Bank 2013), specifying a need to identify how youth and land 
interact, in other words: the dynamics between land and youth in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Thus, this chapter reviews extracts of academic literature on land and youth, putting 
both of the concepts into a post-conflict perspective. 
Land and Land Tenure in Sub-Saharan Africa 
From a western conception land as a resource can easily be interpreted as simply a 
geographical and physical entity, which someone has the rightful ownership of. 
However, recent literature on land tenure in Africa point to the more complex, dynamic 
and multi-dimensional nature of land and land ownership. Okoth-Ogendo (2006) 
expresses these complexities and dynamics by identifying four dimensions of land. In 
his view, land in Africa is far from simply an economic resource for agricultural 
production, constituting rural poor people’s livelihoods; but also a social, cultural and 
ontological as well as a political resource (Okoth-Ogendo 2006:6). Recent academic 
overviews over land tenure issues agree with Okoth’s viewpoint, emphasizing that land 
tenure is placed within the dynamics of political authority, citizenship and belonging 
(Lund & Boone 2013; Berry 2009; Lund 2008; Boone 2007). The argument is that 
issues of citizenship, political status and political identity determine who can acquire, 
hold, transact or otherwise access land. In the following we first address how scholars 
view the link between land tenure and citizenship and belonging and next how land 
tenure and political authority interlink. Subsequently we outline the debate of legal 
pluralism and how different scholarly positions advocate for respectively customary 
rights or documented, private property rights.  
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The fact that land is linked to dynamics of citizenship and belonging is evident as most 
claims of land in sub-Saharan are based on social identity. Many scholars have argued 
that increased land scarcity fuels politics of identity and belonging on all socio-
economic levels, defining who is insiders and who is outsiders, thereby determining 
who is entitled to land ownership and who is not (Lund 2008:10; Berry 2002:654). 
Okoth-Ogendo (2006) states that land in Africa is important in the process of producing 
and reproducing culture, for the construction of social identity and for the organization 
of social beliefs. In complex ways, land is deeply embedded in social relations and 
norms, thus making land ownership determined by social norms and customary law.  
Lund (2008) is one of the prominent advocates of the strong interconnectedness 
between land tenure issues and dynamics of political authority. In an agrarian society, 
altering the rules governing land through land reforms is to redefine social relationships 
between and within communities and between communities and the state (Boone 
2007:558; Berry 1993:102). Land rights and land tenure are in this sense not static, but 
a dynamic and renegotiable set of rules governing land as competing authorities 
struggle to get the legitimacy to define these rules (Berry 2002, Boone 2007, Peters 
2004, Lund 2008). Berry (1993) brings forward her idea of no condition is permanent to 
explain this constant changeability. Property rights are from this perspective seen as a 
social process. Land defines complex power relations between and among individuals, 
families and communities. Struggles over land in post-colonial Africa are thereby 
interlinked with issues of power and legitimacy of competing claims to authority (Berry 
2002: 640).  
Legal Pluralism – Customary Rights vs. Titled Property Rights 
These competing claims to authority are constituted by the legal pluralism that colonial 
powers created in their colonies, in the efforts to add a new type of law to customary 
law already in place. They created racialized systems of property, enforcing statutory 
property law to colonial settlers, while preserving what they perceived as “customary 
law” for the natives. Thus the situation today is that formal down-written law and 
informal rules and the respective institutional bodies that govern them, compete for 
legitimate authority. Issues of land access are thereby not just a matter of who should 
get access to a plot of land, but also who should decide and on what basis (Berry 2002: 
639pp). The processes and content of the two co-existing laws overlap and sometimes 
even conflict. Within customary law the concept of usufruct right exist, and is what 
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Joireman refers to as secondary or specific rights, where as in common law absolute 
land rights are the only form of ownership (Joireman 2011:x-xi; Lund 2008: 15).  
The nature of customary law and customary tenure is greatly contested. Neo-traditional 
scholars argue that customary tenure is the preferable tenure form as original and 
traditional land governance is most suitable for the context it is positioned in. Neo-
liberal scholars find this approach romanticizing, and are approaching custom as a 
social construction that is constantly renegotiated, and which is forming an obstacle to 
developmental progress. From this perspective, struggles over rural land are fought with 
money and influence, in the name of customary rules and prerogatives (Joireman 
2011:140pp; Berry 1993:132).  
This debate is concerned with the causal relationship between land tenure form and 
economic behavior and is especially crystallized in discussions concerning different 
kinds of land reforms. The two main positions are, on one hand, advocates of private 
property rights, and on the other hand advocates of communal, user rights. This 
discussion evolves around the concept of land tenure security, where advocates of 
private property argue that formal titling and registering will secure people’s land rights 
and promote investments (Berry 1993:102; De Soto 2001). Others state that formalizing 
the informal will have disastrous consequences for disadvantaged groups that is placed 
outside the center of power, both physically or politically, who will be further 
marginalized (Joireman 2011:13p).  
No matter what the academic debate says about if land law should be documented or 
not, Berry (1993) points to the reality that “Since independence most African 
governments have adopted land tenure policies based on the views of those who assume 
that property rights exercise a determining influence on the course of social and 
economic change.” (Berry 1993:124). Opponents call the view adopted in many recent 
African land policies the fallacy of legalism, criticizing the belief that law will bring 
about social change, by saying that law does not exist if it is not enforced (Joireman 
2011:5). This argument is linked to issues of state capacity in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Various scholars have determined that despite government policies directed to 
commercialize, privatize and commodify land, transactions in land rights remain mainly 
tied to social identities in contemporary sub-Saharan Africa (Berry 1993: 119).  
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Social Division and Violent Struggles over Land 
Opponents of titled property rights argue that this commercialization and privatization 
of land have led to more competing claims to land, in a rush to land (Peters 2004:278; 
Berry 1993:107). Peters and Berry argue that new systems of land in sub-Saharan 
Africa are excluding in nature, and produce ethnic tension, social divisions and class-
formation, which result in deepening inequality. From this perspective, the new state 
policies in sub-Saharan Africa have intensified tension and competition over land and 
fuelled people’s incentive to invest in multiple networks (Peters 2004:279; Berry 
1993:132). Their opponents argue that neo-liberal policies to transform land tenure in 
sub-Saharan Africa are a crucial element to their future development, as this provide 
economic incentives to farmers in rural Africa and remove old, recalcitrant structures.  
All academics however agree that land is a very contested resource in sub-Saharan 
Africa, and increasingly a source of struggle and conflict. Berry (2002) advocates 
looking into the historical, social, political and economic context in which a land 
struggle is situated, in order to understand it. She blames the general instability in the 
continent for the vast number of land conflicts. In her perspective, people perceive land 
as a source of relative stability in an otherwise uncertain, turbulent and threatening 
world. Berry states that “Land serves as a source of income, a store of value, a base of 
which to build or reaffirm social connections” and people desperately cling to their 
land, even though they lack the means to put it to productive use (Berry 2002:651). The 
fact that land issues are so contentious, clearly indicate the political and social 
transformative dynamics they imply (Lund 2008:10). The growing insecurity in sub-
Saharan Africa, due to factors such as population growth, environmental degradation 
and slow rates of economic development, intensify this competition over land, as 
Africans on all socio-economic levels aspire land as a resource to secure their future 
survival (Berry 2002:651). Land scarcity has to a large extent been seen as the source of 
these land struggles, but recent research shows that land conflicts are taking place even 
in areas of land abundance (ibid.:651). 
Land and Land Tenure in a Post-Conflict Setting 
Scholars agree that the relationship between society and land resources is highly 
complex. Jon D. Unruh states that this relationship is even more complex and dynamic 
in a post-conflict setting. Most conflict scenarios experience land tenure problems 
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during a peace-building process, because both armed conflicts and land tenure are 
spatial in nature (Unruh 2008:103). Violence, displacement, food insecurity, destruction 
of property and the breakdown of administrative institutions related to property are all 
examples of socio-spatial consequences of war or conflict. These can generate severe 
tenure problems during a peace process, even in aftermaths of conflicts that had initially 
nothing to do with land (ibid:103). 
The debate concerning the causal relationship between land and conflict evolves around 
land as both a source and a result of conflict (Wily 2009). Much of this literature 
criticize humanitarian actors for poorly managing the peace process by just focusing on 
return, neglecting structural dimensions such as property issues (Huggin 2009; Wily 
2009). Emphasis is put on the serious instability and violence that might occur, as 
groups and individuals, deprived from what they perceive as theirs or just not gaining 
from the transition from war to peace, may turn to violence in order to survive (Unruh 
2004: 8). 
Unruh suggests the idea of fluid socio-political settings, to point out that post-conflict 
scenarios are arguably the most dynamic and fluid circumstances, except from armed 
combat, regarding the interaction between resources and society (Unruh 2004:7). 
Legitimacy, authority, rules and norms are much more fluid and open in times of war 
and post-conflict situations than at any other time. Armed civil conflicts and its 
repercussion change relationships between people profoundly, and as land tenure is a 
system of rights and obligation in human relationships regarding land, conventional and 
established tenure systems are often in transition during conflict (Unruh 2008). This 
fluid land tenure situation can be approached in both negative and positive ways. Unruh 
adopts Lund’s use of the concept open moments, which is an intense period of social 
rearrangements. These open, fluid moments function as a window of opportunity to 
reconfigure institutional arrangements to fit people and the situation better, but do at the 
same time open up for speculators taking advantage of the fluid land tenure situation in 
acquiring resources through exploitation (Unruh 2004:7p).  
Unruh has looked into the problems related to customary tenure regimes in a post-
conflict context drawing on eight country cases in sub-Saharan Africa (Unruh 2008). 
Customary tenure systems contain a variety of informal evidence or proof of 
landholding that is connected to relevant social and cultural features. Such evidences of 
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rights to land are connections to community and community land, history of occupation 
and physical signs of occupation among others, where community is key in determining 
what is regarded legitimate (Unruh 2004:5p, 10). During conflicts, when people are 
forcibly or voluntary displaced, customary tenure systems no longer function. After 
long periods of displacement, people cannot be expected to return unchanged. Internally 
displaced people’s settlement patterns, mindsets and skills are often profoundly altered 
as they return (Wily 2009:34; Unruh 2004:11). As community and norms determining 
customary tenure rights are changed in a post-war context, an issue of what is a valid 
claim to land arises. Unruh points at legal pluralism as a factor intensifying this land 
tenure confusion. Institutional fluidity during conflict creates a situation where multiple, 
often contradictory, written documentations can be obtained under questionable and 
unfair circumstances claiming the same lands.   
Several academics are addressing mechanisms of competing systems of land tenure, by 
looking into forum shopping2 between bodies of authority (Unruh 2009:58). The 
concept of forum shopping offers an understanding of how people manoeuvre and 
navigate between fora of authority governing land issues. Unruh argues that the room 
for forum shopping reduces the potential of violence in a peace process, if people 
claiming land feel that no rigid legal structures are limiting their options (ibid.:58). In a 
study of the Rwandan post-conflict resettlement process, Huggins (2009) found that the 
large-scale refugee resettlement took place with very little state intervention and 
included violent property take over and chaotic self-settlement on land abandoned by 
others (Huggin 2009). Unruh introduces the concept of formal institutional vacuum to 
describe the circumstances within many cases of land resettlement outplay (Unruh 
2004:17).  
Recognizing the at times violent, conflicted and unstable situation in a post-conflict 
area, points towards the recent academic discussion on whether labeling this situation 
post-conflict is aptly. Among war and conflict scholars it is increasingly recognized that 
an adjustment of the conventional distinctions between war and peace, and conflict and 
post-conflict is needed (Unruh 2004; Wily 2009). This is based on the realization that 
violence often continues after peace agreements are signed and property sectors in post-
conflict setting are often far from peaceful (Wily 2009). Being aware of these 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The concept of forum shopping was introduced by Benda-Beckmann’s in his article ”Forum Shopping and 
Shopping Forums – dispute settlement in Minangkabau Village in West Sumatra” published in 1981.  
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implications, we however still refer to Northern Uganda as a post-conflict setting, 
knowing that instability and conflict are still to a large degree present.  
Contemporary African Youth 
Moving from land to youth, we are interested in illuminating three matters within the 
literature on African youth. First of all, we look into youth in contemporary Africa, 
secondly the relation between youth and conflict, and lastly the relation between youth 
and land conflicts.  
Until recently, youth in Africa gained little attention in academic literature outside the 
disciplines of psychology, education, sociology and anthropology (Grier 2004:2). 
Within these disciplines, youth has been understood as a psycho-developmental or 
biological phase3, as a process of psychological, social and physical maturation4 or as a 
generational, global sub-culture transecting cultures around the world5. Despite the lack 
of interest within academia, youth has for decades been a central focus in the arena of 
NGOs, donors, development and humanitarian organizations (Christiansen, Utas & 
Vigh 2006:18; Whyte 2006:259). In this context, youth has been defined as a 
homogenous group within an age bracket, which has been heavily criticized for being 
too simplified and rigid (Lovell 2006:230; Obi 2006:6).  
In “Navigating Youth. Generating Adulthood” from 2006, the collected works of 
different scholars contribute to a more complex and diverse understanding of post-
colonial African youth through different ethnographic portraits from across the African 
continent (Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:9). Drawing upon Mannheim, the editors 
stress that youth should always be understood “in relation to specific social processes, 
cultural understandings and historical influences.” (ibid.:11).  
Elaborating on youth as a social process, Christiansen, Utas and Vigh defines 
contemporary African youth as ”differently constituted and configured in different times 
and places” (Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:10). Youth as a social category is thus 
contextually and socially negotiated and can vary from time to time and place to place. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The traditional understanding of youth within social and cultural sciences. Christiansen, Utas and Vigh refer here to 
Hall 1905 and Erikson 1965 (Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:14) 
4 The anthropological version of the traditional understanding. Christiansen, Utas and Vigh refer here to Eisenstadt 
1964;Turner 1967;Fortes 1984;Ottenberd 1989 (Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:14) 
5 The more recent understanding of youth as a youth culture holding certain common characteristics globally. 
Christiansen, Utas & Vigh refer here to Hall and Jefferson 1976; Amit-Talai, Wulff et al 1995 (Christiansen, Utas & 
Vigh 2006:15) 
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The same individual can move back and forth between the different generational 
categories6 according to the given social situation – even within the same day (ibid.:12). 
Youth as a generational category is thereby not determined by linear chronology but 
rather as a dynamic, social process; more specifically a process of both “social being 
and social becoming: as a position in movement” (Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:11; 
their emphasis). This social position is both internal and external since the individual 
always negotiates with the surrounding social environment. That is to say that youth are 
both positioned within their social setting, but at the same time they seek to position 
themselves – it is both a position and a process (ibid.:11pp). Whether they achieve the 
position they admire (not in a static sense, since positions are always negotiable) 
depends on the space of possibility available for the youths. As Vigh describes it: “We 
all live our lives along multiple paths of transition rather than along a single path (…) 
yet the number of possibilities and life chances available to youth varies greatly from 
place to place” (Vigh 2006:37). Thus youth’s space of possibility influences their 
process of social being and becoming.  
Embedded in the social process of being and becoming youth are also cultural 
understandings – again both internally and externally. Several scholars have looked into 
cultural aspects of moving from childhood to adulthood taking different foci, such as 
generational power relations, marriage, gender etc. (Obi 2006; Whyte et al 2012; Vigh 
2006; Waage 2006; Whyte 2006). From a political ecologist point of view, Obi looks 
into the socially constructed power relations in the process of moving from childhood to 
youth (Obi 2006:11). Obi is drawing upon Gore and Pratten’s concept of extended 
youth7, defined as the social category of youth, who are denied the social recognition of 
being adults, because they do not live up to the cultural expectations of adulthood (for 
instance marriage and employment). Thereby they are trapped as so called adult-youths, 
and Obi argues that this group of extended youth is likely either to be exploited by the 
elder generations, who can assist them in the transformation or they are likely to revolt 
against the elder generations as they would see them as the hinderers of their 
transformation (Obi 2006:6).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Christiansen, Utas and Vigh understand generational categories, childhood, youth or adulthood, as being an 
ongoing struggle for authority rather than natural and neutral categories (Bayart 1993 in Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 
2006:11). 
7 In using the concept of extended youth, Obi refers to Gore and Pratten, who defines this extended youth as 
”irrespective of actual age, through economic and social circumstances and little prospect of future advancement” 
(Gore and Pattern 2003:216 in Obi 2006:6) 
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Other scholars point to marriage as being significant in the transition from childhood to 
adulthood, both for women and men (Langole 2013; Whyte et al 2012; Boehm 
2006:153;Vigh 2006:45). In an African context, marriage is often a process including 
payment of bride wealth, production of children and acceptance of the bride in the 
man’s clan (Langole 2013:5ff; Whyte et al 2012:8ff). Youth can thus be in different 
phases of the process, what Whyte et al. (2012) refers to as being “more or less 
married” (Whyte et al 2012:9), which have an influence on both their social status as 
either youth or adult as well as their ability to acquire land (Langole 2013:2; Whyte et al 
2012:15). Adding another perspective to the relation between marriage and the 
transformation from youth to adolescence, Whyte calls attention to the gender 
differences between female and male youth, arguing that males’ youth is prolonged 
compared to female youth, since “girls become mothers and wives – and thus women – 
many years before their brothers and male cousins manage to marry and establish 
themselves as men.” (Whyte 2006:257) 
Understanding youth as shaped by historical influences, youth is said to be: “bound 
together by formative experience and interpretative horizons, constituted by their 
historical belonging as a specific generation growing up in specific circumstances.” 
(Mannheim 1952:288,299,306 in Vigh 2006:34). For that reason, Christiansen, Utas and 
Vigh (among others) stress the importance of investigating youth as an empirical matter 
in a certain context, which is one of the uniting characteristics of the ethnographic 
approaches in the collected works Navigating Youth, Generating Adulthood 
(Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:9,13). With this said, youth is not only a matter of 
local environments, but also influenced by the global scene (Vigh 2006:37). However, 
these immediate contradictory scales – local and global – are not mutually exclusive. As 
Michael Whyte argues, youths live in “a local world shaped by global and Universalist 
values” (Whyte 2006:260).   
Youth and Conflict  
Since the empirical context for our study has been a post-conflict setting, this paragraph 
illuminates the theoretical assumptions on the relationship between youth and conflict. 
Vigh states: 
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“That youth are particularly closely connected to warfare should come as no surprise. 
Due to their physical strength and their position in society young men have always 
constituted the bulk of armies. Yet despite the universality of this connection between 
youth and violence there is no agreement on how to see the relationship” (Vigh 
2006:33) 
The above quote captures the common, immediate association between youth and 
conflict as well as the ongoing debate on the relationship between the two. One of the 
main differences in the literature is whether youth is seen as victims or contributors in 
conflicts and violence (ibid.:34).  
On one hand, youth has been associated with marginalization, exclusion and victims of 
wars, power relations or catastrophes (Lovell 2006:228; Prince 2006:124; Obi 2006:8; 
Christiansen, Utas & Vigh 2006:18). On the other hand, youth is increasingly 
understood as the contributors to, or drivers in, violent conflicts, being described 
negatively as a threat to the social order or as a problem (Lovell 2006:228; Waage 
2006:63; Vigh 2006:33; Obi 2006:8). Even the mere quantity of youth has been linked 
with conflicts, for instance in the work of Urdal, where he looks into the relationship 
between youth bulges and political violence as well as armed conflicts (Urdal 2011).  
Contributing to the discussion on youth as either victims or contributors, a more 
complex and dynamic understanding of youth is adopted by the authors of  “Navigating 
Youth. Generating Adulthood”. Throughout the entire volume, youth is understood as 
active agents. They are neither seen as passive nor as an isolated group of individuals 
able to act autonomously (Whyte 2006:261). Youth are navigators! 
Youth as Navigators 
In settings characterized by “certain uncertainty and predictable instability” (Vigh 
2009:422), youth have to be flexible and creative in finding ways of surviving and 
creating meaningful lives – youth have to navigate (ibid.:419). Vigh defines social 
navigation as “the act of moving in an environment that is wavering and unsettle” 
(Vigh 2009:420). With the concept of social navigation, he sheds light on the 
interaction between the social agent and the social environment, which otherwise tend 
to be treated as two separate perspectives (ibid.:420).  
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Derived from his empirical work with urban youth in Guinea-Bissau, the concept of 
social navigation is derived from the Guniean creole word of dubriagem, meaning both 
dynamism and movement (ibid.:423,425). Building on Jackson’s concept of 
maneuvring, Vigh stresses the importance of understanding social navigation as 
“movement through both the socially immediate and the socially imagined” (Vigh 
2009:425; his emphasis). Hereby, he merges the everyday tactics of surviving with the 
more long-term strategies for the future.8  In doing so he differentiates himself from 
other scholars viewing the strategies of youth as focusing merely on surviving 
(ibid.:425; Obi 2006:6). Furthermore, relating the concept to Bourdieu’s notion of 
praxis (Vigh 2009:426), Vigh points to the relationship between social navigation and 
one’s social position (ibid.:430). Embedded in the concept of social navigation is thus 
the constant interaction between the youth as a social agent planning for the future and 
adapting to the present within a moving social environment.  
Youth and Land Conflicts 
Even though a great amount of theoretical, academic literature have been focusing on 
the role of youth in conflicts, especially related to violence, political resistance, 
reintegration of ex-combatants etc (Urdal 2011; Obi 2006:8; Ukeje & Iwilade 2012; 
Branch 2008), it seems that less attention has been paid to the role of youth in one of the 
major after-effects of conflicts in rural Africa; land conflicts (Unruh 2004; Unruh 2008). 
Scholars focusing on the relationship between youth and land conflicts tend to be more 
empirically focused and base their work on case studies with different foci (Chinsinga 
and Chasukwa 2012; Whyte et al 2012; Obi 2006; Doss et al 2012). Some of the 
relations between youth and land conflicts described by these scholars include issues of 
marginalization of youth in terms of access to land (Chinsinga & Chasukwa 2012:71), 
also described as access to land being only  ‘socially available’ to certain family 
members with specific focus on gender (Whyte et al 2012:3). Whyte et al (2012) also 
points to the exclusion by patrilineal fundamentalism in land conflicts, especially in 
relation to children in not fully accepted marriages (Whyte et al 2012:12). Other 
scholars look into the relationship between exclusion from productive assets, such as 
land, and “chronic and intergenerational poverty transmission” (Doss et al 2012:1). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 In doing so he draws on the dichotomy of strategies for creating spaces and tactics for navigating them developed 
by De Certau’s in his book ”The Practice of Everyday Life” from 1984 (Vigh 2009:424) 
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Several scholars have been focusing on the intergenerational tensions between youth 
and elders in terms of resource control (Peters 2004:279; Chinsinga & Chasukwa 
2012:71) and also on the youth as being forced to exercise violence in attempts of 
gaining access to the resources or social accept from elders (Obi 2006:5).  
Adding to the discussion from a more empirical point of view, several case-based 
reports add to the diversity of the roles of youth in land conflicts. Youth are both seen as 
the victims of land conflicts, as marginalized, but also as the causes of land conflicts 
because they sell off land belonging to the family, as the encroachers on other’s land, as 
drivers behind the violence in land conflicts because of revenge or just gaining control 
over either family land or from somewhere else and as unwilling to work on land by the 
elders, which is an empirically challenged perception (Vaughan & Stewart 2011:8; 
McKibben & Bean 2010:7,46,47). 
Having reviewed some of the literature on land and youth in a post-conflict perspective, 
this study takes it departure in the empirical context of Northern Uganda and more 
specific in Acholiland. Therefore the following chapter provides a brief understanding 
of the contextual background for this region. 
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Contextual Background of Northern Uganda 
War and Displacement in Northern Uganda 
The northern sub region of Uganda has been the scene of one of the world’s longest 
standing armed conflicts. The conflict in Northern Uganda is commonly regarded to 
have started in 1986, although it might be seen as an extension to prior conflicts 
(Gelsdorf, Maxwell and Mazurana 2012:2). Regional tensions, and historical distrust 
between the Acholi people and politically influential communities from Southern 
Uganda had led to the formation of the LRA, led by the infamous Joseph Kony, whom 
among other things, were fighting to overthrow President Yoweri Museveni.  
The protracted years of war and conflict led to large regional inequalities within 
Uganda. Northern Uganda has the highest levels of poverty and a disproportionally 
large portion of the chronically poor is from the North (Latigo 2008:90). At the height 
of the conflict, which lasted two 
decades, almost two million people 
were displaced as a result of intense 
fighting, including deliberate attacks 
on civilians, and a government 
policy forcing everyone into IDP-
camps, labeled as ‘protected 
villages’ (IDMC 2012:3). In 2003 
former UN under-secretary general 
for humanitarian affairs and 
emergency relief, Jan Egeland, 
called the situation in Northern 
Uganda “the biggest neglected 
humanitarian emergency in the 
world” (quoted in Tripp 2010:159).  
The conflict engulfed the entire 
northern region, but was centered on the Acholi region (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:1). 
The displacement meant the loss of all assets and access to productive resources. An 
example is that by the early 1990’s 98 % of all cattle and a large part of other domestic 
animals had been killed (Gelsdorf, Maxwell and Mazurana 2012:2,5).  
Figure	  3.1	  –	  Map	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It was only in 2006 when a peace agreement was reached, that the people could start 
resettling. Sebina-Zziwa et al. (2008) writes: “Apart from the loss of lives, the most 
devastating outcome of displacement was the loss of property and abandonment of 
land” (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:1).  The Ugandan government urging people to go back 
to their ancestral lands, possibly led to a distortion of the return process, consequently 
changing settlement patterns due to differences in where one actually was living before 
displacement, and in terms of blurred historical linkage descend (Rugadya 2008:39; 
Joireman, Sawyer & Wilhoit 2011:198). By 2011 almost all of the displaced population 
had returned or resettled elsewhere, with only 30.000 left in camps – most of them 
vulnerable groups (IDMC 2012:4; Whyte et al 2012:16).  
Resettlement and Land Dispute 
The Acholi people have traditionally been agro-pastoralists and depended on subsidence 
farming. (Burke & Egaru 2011:3).  Before their displacement 78 % of the population 
relied on subsistence farming, but was from the point of displacement almost 
exclusively dependent on relief aid and humanitarian support (Mabikke 2011: 4-5). The 
difficulties faced by the returnees have been numerous. The situation today is in many 
ways different from their pre-camp life. Changes have happened on many levels, 
making it difficult to resettle with ease (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:1). Upon returning, 
there are few possibilities of accessing capital except from agriculture to support 
livelihood and food security. This together with an increased focus on land as a 
commodity leads to an increase in numbers of disputes over land. These disputes are 
increasingly becoming violent and are hindering agricultural production (Sebina-Zziwa 
et al. 2008: 10-11; Burke & Egaru 2011:1; Mabikke 2011:5). It is argued that the land 
disputes are even further intensified by the unclear and co-existing laws on land tenure 
in Uganda, as well as the general trend of transformation from customary to private 
ownership of land (Adoko & Lavine 2005:7ff.). Therefore, the existing land regime in 
Acholiland is examined in the following.  
Four Shifts in the Acholi Land Regime 
In 2008 Dr. Abby Sebina-Zziwa and a team of researchers from Makerere University 
identified a number of fundamental changes that are key to the way land related issues 
in the Acholi Region should be analyzed (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008). They identify four 
major shifts; a demographic, political, economic and social shift (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 
2008:1-2). These four shifts represent changes that are essential to the land regime in 
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Acholiland today. Therefore, this report adopts and build upon this division, as it can 
help shed light on how land-related issues should be looked at in an Acholi context.  
The Demographic Shift 
Sebina-Zziwa et al point to the demographic shift that has happened in Northern 
Uganda with a population of about 2 million people at the beginning of the conflict to 
5.3 million people in 2002. This rise means a heightened pressure on the resources 
available (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:1). In the Acholi sub region projections show a 110 
% increase in population from 1991 to 2011 (Burke & Egaru 2011: 3). This correlates 
with Uganda’s population growth of 3.2 % annually, which transfers into the Uganda 
population doubling every 20 years (Gelsdorf, Maxwell and Mazurana 2012:2). Just as 
relevant to this report is it, that Uganda has one of the world’s youngest populations, 
with 78 % below the age of 30 (Aung & Glenn 2011:2). In Northern Uganda the 
population is extraordinarily young with the median age being 14 for women and 13 for 
men. Mabikke (2011) points to the fact that this youthful population has grown up in 
congested camps and therefore has only little or no recollection of their customary land 
rights.  
The Political Shift 
The second shift Sebina-Zziwa et al. point to is the political shift that has taken place in 
Uganda, with a new governance policy of decentralization. This policy has led to the 
formation of new districts while people were still in camps (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 
2008:2). The Acholi region was previously divided into three districts, Gulu, Kitgum 
and Amuru. With the implementation of the decentralization policy, another four 
districts has been carved out of the existing, bringing the total number of districts to 
seven, Gulu, Amuru, Nwoya, Kitgum, Pader, Agago and Lamwo. This is distorting the 
traditional land access channels, as people are facing an administration and management 
system that they are not familiar with and which does not necessarily correlate with 
traditional pre-camp conditions.  
The Tenure Systems 
With the Land Act of 1998, which builds on the 1995 Constitution, Uganda adopted a 
new land tenure system. Ugandan Land Law now provides for four different kinds of 
land tenure, leasehold, freehold, mailo and customary. Today most land in Uganda is 
still under customary tenure (except from urban areas dominated by freehold and 
leasehold and the old kingdom of Bugunda, which is dominated by mailo). Customary 
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tenants may own or have the rights to use land, but they do not have titles (Ravnborg et 
al. 2013:4). The essence of this type of land tenure is thus, that someone is considered 
to have ownership right over a particular piece of land, because it is the accepted view 
of the community (Foley 2007:34).  
One of the most important principles of The Land Act 1998 was the aspiration to 
recognize customary owners and their rights. But in order to do so, the Act had to 
formally recognize the system of customary ownership as well. The Land Act did 
thereby unintentionally create two parallel legal systems. The legal ambiguity over land 
generates concerns and uncertainty among Acholi people, who claim that the statutory 
system has been used to weaken customary systems and form exploitive structures. 
Many former IDP’s in Northern Uganda believe that powerful individuals in 
government, military and in the elites have taken advantage of the situation, and 
occupied and claimed the right over land that belonged to IDPs, while they were living 
in camps (Mabikke 2011:9). Some claim that there is a general mistrust towards 
registration of land and land demarcation, and that titling is not seen as an instrument to 
improve tenure security by many of the Acholi people (Hetz, Myers & Giovarelli 
2007:3).  
The Land Act has produced several paradoxes and conflicts in the interplay between 
customary law and statutory law. The Land Act does not write down or define 
customary law, but simply states that the laws governing land in a specific locality 
should be the “rules generally accepted as binding and authoritative by the class of 
persons to which it applies.” (GoU 1998: section 3, §1b). The existence of rules that are 
accepted by all as binding and authoritative in a community are rare in present Northern 
Uganda, which leave customary law malfunctioning (Adoko & Lavine 2005:49).  
New Political Land Management Institutions 
The Land Act 1998 created a number of new land law institutions intended to manage 
land tenure and settlement of land disputes in Uganda (Foley 2007:16). The land act 
formed new land administration institutions, Land Committees and Land Boards. A 
former land act from 1988 enacted a system of Local council (LC) courts, which are 
divided into 5 jurisdictions functioning on different levels: LC1 on village level, LC2 on 
parish level, LC3 on sub-county level, LC4 on county level and LC5 on district level 
(Joireman 2011:62). These LC courts were given the authority to deal with land rights 
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issues and replaced the lower levels of Magistrate Courts. The intention was to make 
courts less formal and more accessible, enabling local leaders to make judgment based 
on legal principles and local knowledge (Burke & Egaru 2011:7). The Land Act 1998 
removed the power of legal adjudication of land disputes from the LC officials, and 
shifted the authority to a new institution on district level called land tribunal, which is 
“a special court set up by law to handle land disputes and disagreements in every 
district” (Tuhaise, Edopu & Laker 1998:49). These Land Tribunals have however never 
functioned as intended, so now handling of land disputes has been unofficially handed 
back to the courts (Foley 2007:19).  
 
Legal Pluralism 
The 1998 Land Act was intended to resolve the conflicts and confusion concerning land 
in Uganda, but the conflict between statutory and customary law has not been resolved, 
but has rather formalized the informal system of customary tenure, and thereby created 
two formal parallel competing legal systems (Mabikke 2011:9; Foley 2007:40). Local 
disputes can either be taken to customary authorities or to the state administrative 
system (LC courts), but are supposed to work alongside each other. Most people in the 
Acholi region take their land dispute to the clan authorities, and then when this system 
fails, they proceed to Local Councils (Mabikke 2011: 10). The Land Act states that 
local disputes over land are first to be dealt with within the cultural institutions (GoU 
1998: section 88, §2). The cultural institutions are the customary leaders who articulate 
and enforce customary law that governs customary land tenure systems. Their role will 
be further examined in chapter 5. 
The Land Act states that the rulings of cultural institutions should have status of state 
law, but in practice many proclaim that mediation by clan leaders is not legally binding 
(Adoko & Lavine 2005:24; Mabikke 2011:12). If customary institutions fail to find a 
solution to the dispute that both parts can accept, the case is usually taken to the LC2 
courts (Mabikke 2011:12). The conflicting parties can also choose to go directly to the 
state adjudication system (the LC courts) with their case if they wish, but usually they 
are encouraged to seek mediation by clan leaders first. If the case cannot be solved at 
the LC2 level, the case will be transferred to the Sub-County Court Committee. The 
case can from here be taken to the Chief Magistrate’s Court if the parties are still not 
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satisfied with the settlement of the dispute. The CMC is the last body of appeal before 
High Court in Kampala. 
The Economic Shift 
The third shift outlined by Sebina-Zziwa et al. is the economic shift that has happened 
as privatization and private investment are replacing government invest. This has served 
to change the way that land is looked upon, and is sparking a commodification of land 
to be used not only as a mere subsistence, but also for use in other income generating 
activities (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:2). Many others point to land commodification as a 
crucial turning point, especially when it comes to dispute over land in Uganda and also 
elsewhere on the continent (Burke and Egaru 2011, Pedersen et al. 2012). Furthermore, 
the on-going transformation of customary tenure is also triggered by a new 
consciousness of land as a capital asset. This new consciousness is triggered by land 
policies that try to promote freehold tenure and a growing interest in land investments 
and acquisitions by internal and external actors (Ravnborg et al. 2013:16). Customary 
law used to provide security of tenure to vulnerable groups such as widows, children, 
disabled and elderly. This meant that people who held ancestral land was socially 
obligated to accommodate, these vulnerable groups on their land. As social norms and 
values erode and people become aware of the economic value of land, vulnerable 
groups become increasingly disowned and landless because no one wants to 
accommodate them (Mabikke 2011:9). 
The Social Shift 
This last shift relates directly to displacement. Sebina-Zziwa et al. point to a breakdown 
of the social fabric in the Acholi culture. Instead the culture has, with the large 
encampment that happened in the region, been presented with a new lifestyle.  From 
previously having lived relatively isolated, Sebina-Zziwa et al. see a shift as people 
have now experienced living closely together, in areas with at least some form of basic 
services provided, such as water, health clinics, drug shops and somehow a certain 
supply of food (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:2). Joireman, Sawyer & Wilhoit (2011) also 
comment on the effects of camp-life experienced in the Acholi region. They refer to 
Nannyonjo (2005) who facts that there has been a breakdown of social and cultural 
values due to displacement. Consequently, she says, behavioral changes occur, such as 
neglected responsibilities, increased crime rates, high rates of alcohol and drug 
consumption, and lack of respect for traditional values (Nannyonjo 2005:9). Life in the 
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camps with poor conditions, diseases, malnutrition and the exposure to violence and 
sexual activity has “fostered a generation disconnected with traditional norms of living 
(…)” (Joireman, Sawyer & Wilhoit 2011:198). It has thus become a concern for some 
community elders that the young generations, growing up in IDP camps, will be unable 
or unwilling to resume normal rural life (Weeks 2002:34). When it comes to the 
problem of rising numbers of land disputes in the area, Rugadya (2008) also makes this 
connection as she sees that the displacement has “substantially eroded the authority and 
outreach of traditional dispute resolution mechanisms” (Rugadya 2008:54). Many 
perceive the elders as the custodians of the customary land instruments, even though 
their power in land affairs should not be approached as uncontested. The elders have in 
many cases died before passing on their knowledge to the younger generations. In other 
cases they have lost their authority and recognition among young people as the whole 
generation has grown up displaced, away from authority of customary leadership 
systems. It has been reported that intergenerational conflicts are significant in Northern 
Uganda (Adoko & Lavine 2004:9). The weakened authority of elders, as so-called 
custodians of customary law, has opened the Acholi-culture to rapid transformation 
(Mabikke 2011:9). 
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Methodological Choices and Reflections 
The main interest in this study is to understand the complexity of youth’s involvement 
and actions in land conflicts and we have therefore chosen a qualitative approach rather 
than a quantitative. In carrying out the research, we have borrowed practices from 
ethnography, mainly concerning the use of ethnographic field notes (Emerson, Fretz & 
Shaw 2011). Despite our inspiration from ethnography, we do not position ourselves as 
ethnographers, as we have not chosen to stay with a social group studying their social 
practices and everyday routines (ibid.:1). Rather, our main body of empirical data has 
been produced through semi-structured interviews and participant observations during a 
10-week period of field immersion in Koch Goma sub county, Northern Uganda. 
Our approach implies recognition of the quality of qualitative studies, meaning that we 
have no intention of living up to the quality criteria of quantitative research; reliability, 
validity and representativeness. Instead we give emphasis to high levels of transparency 
and credibility (Tanggaard & Brinkmann 2010b:490). Hence, it is of great importance 
to us to show how the methodological process and analysis have been undertaken, so 
the progression from research design to execution, through the analysis and to the final 
results becomes transparent (ibid.:491). In order to do so, extracts from our field notes 
are enclosed as appendices whenever appropriate. Moreover, this chapter presents our 
methodological choices and reflections right from gaining access to the field, through 
the various field methods used and up to the strategy for analysis.  
Partnership with HANDLE 
With our initial point of departure in livelihood strategies of youth in the post-conflict 
setting of the Acholi sub region, we started identifying relevant organizations in order to 
gain access to the field. We established a connection to the Ugandan NGO Hope Alert 
Network for Development and Local Empowerment, HANDLE9.  
Working in collaboration with an organization, we were prepared for potential trade-
offs and methodological challenges (Mercer 2006). However, as new researchers, 
secure access to the field was crucial, and after weighing different options through 
research platforms, this partnership seemed as the best option.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Hope Alert Network for Development and Local Empowerment (HANDLE) is a small organization working with 
vocational training for the most vulnerable youth in Koch Goma Sub County, where their training center is located 
(HANDLE 2013). 
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After arriving in Gulu, we had a meeting with HANDLE clarifying expectations and 
agreeing on mutual commitments in our partnership, but the following weeks showed a 
further need to clarify the distribution of responsibilities, which we had agreed on 
before leaving Denmark (appx.1). In a new agreement we came to take care of payment 
of the interpreters and driver ourselves. Although this agreement entailed a practical 
detachment from HANDLE in our research and daily organization, we could not have 
gained access to the field without this partnership. We benefitted from HANDLE’s 
contacts and network, from sparring with them, and in particular from the assistance of 
the managing director concerning introduction to the authorities in the area. 
The Fieldwork Process 
Throughout the first two weeks, HANDLE arranged a number of courtesy meetings 
with the local authorities to inform them of our presence in Koch Goma Sub County, 
the purpose of our research, and to ensure access to the field as well as good relations. 
The LC5 of Nwoya district, the LC3 of Koch Goma Sub County and the District 
Internal Security Officer stamped and signed a letter we had brought, which explained 
the purpose of our study (appxs.2;3;4). We carried these letters around with us during 
our fieldwork in case of any suspicion about our presence. The remaining process of our 
fieldwork as well as the purpose of each phase is summarized in the figure below. 
Figure 4.1 – The Fieldwork Process in Phases 
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Ethnographic Field Notes 
With the choice of conducting fieldwork follows the choice of type of documentation. 
Inspired by Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes by Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, we chose 
ethnographic field notes as the framework for documenting our fieldwork. In this case, 
field notes appeared to be the best choice for a number of reasons. First of all, the issue 
of land conflicts is sensitive, meaning that recordings would have been inappropriate in 
many situations (appx.7). Secondly, it is possible to capture more than the mere 
conversation when writing field notes, than it is with audio recording. Thus enabling us 
to pay attention to the surroundings, the appearance of people, body language and own 
reflections (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw 2011:13). Thirdly, working in areas where many 
people were struggling to survive and had few technical devices, we found it 
appropriate to bring notebooks instead of video or audio recorders.  
In the field we paid attention to initial impressions of places and people, interactions 
(both between people and between ourselves and people), and particularly we paid 
attention to what seemed to be perceived as important by people, why it was important 
and to whom. Especially in cases where something surprised us, was new to us or 
contrasted with previous stories we had heard (ibid.:24; appx.8). More thematically, we 
paid specific attention to detailed episodes that showed how youth were involved in 
land conflicts; either through people’s own experience or from stories they had heard. 
An important consideration throughout the fieldwork has been the concern about “the 
quality of the relationships they [field researchers] develop with the people they seek to 
know and understand” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw 2011:23). This meant that we in some 
situations, when we felt that something was said in confidence, we did not take notes 
(ibid.:41; appx.9). In line with that, we chose in some situations to take headnotes rather 
than jottings (ibid.:23,29). Lastly, whenever we took jottings or notes, we had asked for 
permission in advance, and explained what we were doing as well as assured them 
anonymity (ibid.:36).  
After returning from the field, we typed our jottings and notes into computers as more 
coherent field notes (ibid.:50). We aimed at doing this as soon as possible, and before 
talking to each other about our understandings of the episodes, to get as many nuances 
as possible (ibid.:49). However, as writing up field notes was extremely time 
consuming, this proved to be very difficult in practice.  
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As this was the first time for all of us in writing field notes, we experimented with 
different ways of memorizing as well as writing up and organizing our field notes 
(Emerson, Fretz & Shaw 2011:52pp;appx.10). The three of us have different styles and 
priorities in our writing, but all have used asides, commentaries and daily summaries in 
the field notes (ibid:80pp;appx.11). 
Participant Observations 
In line with the before mentioned quote, we found it challenging to decide not only how 
to write about what one observes, but also when and how to observe. Even though we 
perceived our “field” as the specific geographical location of Koch Goma Sub County, 
we quickly found out that it was impossible for us to pay ethnographic attention to 
everything that happened during the fieldwork – especially in periods where we stayed 
in the villages for several days. Even more impossible was it to write every observation 
as field notes. As we got more experienced and the focus got more specific, we found it 
easier to select certain episodes of relevance and pay attention to different matters at 
different times (ibid.:48). Acknowledging the fact that we with our mere presence, 
influence people in the field, we have never been able to be complete observers (ibid.:4) 
On the other hand, we recognize that since we are outsiders, we have never been able to 
act as complete participants, due to simple facts such as skin color (ibid.:5) Rather, we 
have been participant observers, being more (appx.12) or less (appx.13) participating in 
the different situations (ibid.:21pp; Bernard 2011:260p).  
Selection of Informants 
Whether through participant observations or interviews, the main body of our empirical 
data has been produced through verbal or non-verbal interaction with people. Thus, 
whom we talked with and how we found them is of paramount importance to our 
findings10. As we seek to understand the role of youth in land conflicts in Koch Goma 
as a social phenomenon, in all its nuances and variations, we were interested in a 
qualitative rather than a quantitative approach. This kind of research calls for a 
nonprobability sampling of informants, as this is suitable for in-depth qualitative 
research with the aim of understanding complex social and cultural phenomena 
(Bernard 2011:143). In our selection of informants we used a mixture of three methods 
within nonprobability sampling.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 An overview of our informants and how we found them can be seen in Appendix 14. 
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Firstly, in an attempt to ensure that we studied youth involvement in land conflicts from 
the perspectives of different people, we made a non-proportional quota sampling 
(Bernard 2011:144; Berg 2007:44). We made a scheme specifying the minimum 
number of sampled units of each category that we wanted from each of the three 
parishes, based on the categories of age, gender, traditional- and official leaders. The 
figure below shows our quota-sampling scheme: 
Figure 4.2 – Scheme for Quota Sampling 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is non-proportional as the attempt was not to match the proportions in the population, 
but to match the focus of interest. The quota of young men was therefore higher than the 
other categories, because we focused on this group specifically, though the non-
proportional quota sampling did ensure that we acquired information from both men 
and women in different ages, from elders and from different local authorities.  
Secondly, we used the method of snowballing if appropriate in the situation (Bernard 
2011:147). In doing so, we aimed at getting a more nuanced picture and accessed 
people who otherwise would have been hard to locate. It is, however, important to have 
in mind that this kind of sample is biased, because it links you to people with more 
social connections and therefore a higher chance of selection. 
Thirdly, we walked into random homesteads, referred to as convenience or haphazard 
sampling (ibid.:147). Using this method we were able to find people, whom we had not 
necessarily found through snowballing in case they were equipped with a relatively 
small social network. Yet, this method prioritized people living close to village centers, 
since we were often on foot from there.  
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Semi Structured Interviews 
Because of the fact that most of our interactions with informants comprised of semi-
structured interviews, this paragraph puts emphasis on this type of interview. After the 
explorative phase, where we had only rarely made interview guides for our explorative 
interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann 2008:126,133), we particularized our research question 
and identified themes for our interview guides (appxs.15,16,17). However, the use of 
these has been very flexible, as we conducted semi-structured interviews in order to 
follow leads of the people we have been interviewing (Bernard 2011:158). Almost all 
our interviews were conducted through interpretation, which entails methodological 
challenges for understanding meaning (Kvale & Brinkmann 2008:164). To obviate 
misunderstandings at least between our interpreters and ourselves, we went through the 
interview guides together before putting them into use. 
Most of our interviews lasted between one and two hours. Interviews with officials and 
elders were often focus group interviews or at least with people around the informant, 
whereas we predominantly made individual interviews with the youth. We found focus 
group interviews with elders and officials suitable, since our main interest in 
interviewing this group of informants was to explore “the interpretations, interaction 
and norms of social groups” (Halkier 2010:123, own translation). In contrary, when 
interviewing the youth, we were more interested in exploring how “individuals 
understand certain events, situations or phenomena in their own lives” (Tanggaard & 
Brinkmann 2010a:32 own translation). Furthermore we were advised to conduct 
individual interviews with the youth from our interpreters, based on the argument that 
the youth could talk more freely about land disputes and social structures when they 
were interviewed on their own. If we sensed that the informant was uncomfortable 
being interviewed, we ended the interview as soon as appropriate (appx.18). 
Fortunately, this happened rarely, and several times we experienced that people told us 
that they did not wish to be interviewed, because they were tired or busy with 
something else (appx.19). This made us more confident that the people we did interview 
did not consent to participate because they felt obligated to do so. 
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The figure below shows our conducted interviews in the three study sites. 
Figure 4.3 – Conducted Interviews in Study Sites 
 
Analysis  
After having read our field notes chronologically, we used focused coding to identify 
similar and diverse episodes related to our three working questions11 (Emerson, Fretz & 
Shaw 2011:174,191). We based our codes and sub codes on a mixture of the theoretical 
concepts (described in chapter 1 and 2) and our perception of what from our experience 
had been significant for this informant. Our sub codes were altered during the coding 
process, when we found variations and new connections of meaning in our field notes 
(ibid:188pp;appx.20,21). We also paid attention to written information about i.e. the sub 
county and parishes and sorted this into separate documents in order to get a coherent 
picture (ibid:190; appx.22). 
During the coding process we wrote integrative memos to capture our immediate 
thoughts in this initial stage of the analysis (ibid:193; appx.23). When we had finished 
coding, we aggregated the different sub codes into broader categories under each 
working question (appx.24) and made an outline for each partial analysis. During the 
writing process, we rotated the three analyses between us in order to get as many 
nuances as possible and to qualify our analytical work.  
Ethics and Role as Researcher 
When conducting fieldwork in a foreign culture, there are a number of ethical concerns 
that need to be considered. As researchers we need to constantly reflect on our role as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Our codes and sub codes can be found in appendix 19 and an example of focused coding in our field notes can be 
found in appendix 20.  
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outsiders and how we should relate to local people. It is crucial to be very aware of 
positionality and how aspects such as gender, race, age, marital status and class 
determine our relational position to the informants, reinforcing and creating power 
inequalities (Binns 2006:19). Experience has shown that if there are clear power 
inequalities between the researcher and the respondent, he or she will tend to tell what 
they think the researcher wants to hear (Binns 2006:19). Concerning positionality, we 
found that i.e. the female researchers in our group were often not only viewed as 
researchers, but also women and thereby marriage potential. On the other hand they had 
better chances in gaining trust from female informants (appx.25). 
Another ethical issue was the one of dealing with the highly sensitive issue such as land 
disputes. We were concerned that the sharing of the informant’s viewpoints could be 
harmful for him or herself or others, especially in a conflict-sensitive context like 
Northern Uganda. The informants’ privacy and informed consent are therefore crucial 
to making good practice, especially because confidential information was treated 
differently than we were used to in a western sense (appx.25). What might be a brilliant 
and informative fieldwork that reveals truths and do outstanding findings might at the 
same time leave behind social chaos, breakdown and conflict in the field (Brydon 
2006:25). Carrying out the research we thus aspired to be context-sensitive, honest and 
upfront about our own interests and agendas as well as ensuring anonymity. This proves 
to be particularly important in the written report as well, since we have committed to 
return the final product to HANDLE, Koch Goma Sub County and Nwoya district, so 
that they can make use of it if possible.  
 
Having explained our methodological choices and reflections in connection with our 
fieldwork, the following chapter will provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
the contextual background for the location of our fieldwork; Koch Goma Sub County.  
  
	   45	  
Research Setting 
This report is rooted in fieldwork conducted in Koch Goma Sub County, which is one 
of six sub counties constituting Nwoya district, in Northern Uganda. It is situated 
approximately 25 kilometers from Gulu town, which is the largest city of the North. 
Koch Goma was like the rest of the region, scene to mass displacement due to the war 
that engulfed the entire Acholi sub region. Koch Goma center hosted one of the larger 
camps in the area, and the only one in the sub county. Today, the location of the camp 
remains as home to the sub county’s headquarter and trading center.  
Koch Goma itself is divided into six parishes; Agonga, Kal, Chorom, Lii, Orum and 
Amar. Each parish is divided into two or three villages and even smaller sub-villages 
exist within these villages. In the map below, our study sites are highlighted. 
Figure 5.1 – Map of Koch Goma Sub County 
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The Post-Conflict Setting of Koch Goma Sub County 
The characteristics of the post-conflict Acholi-region described in chapter 3 are to a 
large extent mirrored in Koch Goma Sub County. People are impoverished, there are 
massive problems of alcoholism and the rate of unemployment is high. By far, the main 
occupation is subsistence or small-scale farming, but burning charcoal, driving boda-
boda (local motorcycle-taxis) and different skilled trades are also options, especially 
within or close to the trading center. Currently, Koch Goma Sub County is lacking 
behind in outside investment in agriculture compared to neighboring sub counties, and 
the neighboring district of Amuru, where large oil-reserves has been discovered.  
Governing Land in Koch Goma Sub County  
Having the explanation of the institutions governing land within Acholiland in mind 
(chapter 3), the following paragraph looks into how these institutions function in 
practice in Koch Goma Sub County. All information for this chapter is collected 
empirically during our fieldwork, since most data concerning the specific location of 
Koch Goma were impossible to find elsewhere12. 
The figure below is a visualization of our experience on how the system of institutions 
governing land interlinks. It has to be stressed that it is not the attempt to illustrate the 
exact and complete picture, but rather our impression of people’s experience with these 
institutions in practice, which is elaborated on afterwards. 
Figure 5.2 – Institutions Governing Land in Koch Goma Sub County 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Though the information is collected during our entire fieldwork from various sources, we have enclosed some of 
the main sources for this information in two appendices: 26 and 27.  
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The Mediating Institutions in Koch Goma Sub County 
As described in chapter 3, each geographical jurisdiction within the district is matched 
with a Local Council (LC) ranging from LC1 on village level up to LC5 on district 
level. Sub villages do not have local councils, but each of them has a Rwot Kweri, 
which translates into a village chief. They are nominated by the LC1 of the village and 
then locally elected by the people of the sub village. In land disputes, Rwot Kweris and 
LC1s are often addressed as the first mediating institution if it has not been possible to 
solve the case within the family, clan, between the neighbors or conflicting parties.  
The Rwot Kweri and LC1 can forward the case to the sub county, if the case is too 
complicated for them to handle. The LC3 can then carry out mediations between the 
conflicting parties (appx.13). An alternative option is to address the Ker Kal Kwaro, 
which is another cultural institution recognized in the constitution of Uganda. The Ker 
Kal Kwaro functions to preserve and promote the culture and tradition of the Acholi 
people and to resolve conflicts within the society in order to promote peace in the 
region. It has its roots in the chiefdoms of Acholi, which was the traditional political 
organization in the region. The group of Acholi cultural chiefs operating in Koch Goma 
Sub County is therefore not bound by district and sub county boundaries, but the 
boundaries of the old chiefdoms. We encountered that they play a crucial role in 
mediations over land and in sensitizing respect of customary ownership. Some put 
forward that Ker Kwal Kwaro was the only neutral body of authority that was free of 
charge, while others accused them of corruption and following their own interests. 
The Court System Related to Land in Koch Goma Sub County 
If the case is not solved through mediation, it can be forwarded to courts at different 
levels. The first court institution to be addressed in relation to land disputes is the LC2 
court. Though each of the six parishes in Koch Goma Sub County is supposed to have 
an LC2 official, we discovered that there are only two functioning LC2-officials in the 
entire sub county. For the case of the rest, two had died, one had retired, and one was 
currently suffering from severe illness. The two remaining officials at the parish level, 
in Coorum and Agonga respectively, had been elected in 2002, and no elections had 
been held since, due to government prioritizations, leaving no money to hold elections 
for. The constitution however states that elections must be held every five years, in 
order for the LC2 to function legally. The LC2 court is thereby neither in a juridical 
perspective nor in reality functioning in the sub county. By law, an appeal from the LC2 
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is needed in order to forward the case to the sub county court at the LC3 level, and since 
there is no LC2, the sub county court committee becomes redundant.  
People in Koch Goma Sub County are due to these malfunctioning institutions 
compelled to go directly to Magistrate’s Court. In all of Acholiland only two magistrate 
courts remain, and are located in Gulu and Amuru districts. The distance from Koch 
Goma Sub County will at the minimum be 25 kilometers to the nearest magistrate’s 
court, which to many people is a prohibitive long and costly distance. Forwarding the 
land dispute directly to the Magistrate Court could as well be an attempt to take 
advantage of the absolute judgment rather than having to make compromises through 
mediation, especially in cases where one of the conflicting parties was wealthy. 
However, the cases were often forwarded back to the Sub County level from the 
Magistrate Court if it came to their attention that no mediations had been conducted. 
Scoping Down – Choosing Study Sites 
As described in the previous chapter, we chose to scope down on three parishes which 
each one represented a different setting for land conflicts. Our visits to different 
parishes in the explorative phase, an informal conversations with the sub county chief 
and an interview with the sub county Community Development Officer (CDO), who 
gave us background information on each parish and emphasized their differences 
(appx.26) providing the background for our choice of study sites. We chose to focus on 
three parishes; Lii, Orum and Amar. In short, we chose these parishes, since they are the 
three parishes with the highest amount of land disputes. We chose Lii, also because it 
was the poorest of the parishes, one of the most remote, and because Lii is the scene to 
land disputes between insiders and outsiders. Orum has the most violent land conflicts 
and is situated close to Koch Goma trading center. Amar parish is under the pressure of 
two cases of large-scale investment, which can potentially result in a massive eviction 
of people from the parish. In brief, these are the characteristics our study sites were 
selected out from, and each parish is described more in details in the following. 
Lii Parish 
Lii parish is the largest and most distant and inaccessible area in Koch Goma Sub 
County. When asked, bad road conditions and long walking distances were the most 
recurrent issues put forward by the people in Lii, since people were incapable of 
transporting their yields to bigger markets in order to sell it. The sub county CDO 
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articulated the concern that Lii is isolated. With a poor level of accessibility to the sub 
county headquarter in Koch Goma trading center, information, training and seeds do not 
reach Lii. The isolation is worsened by the fact that no phone companies provide signal 
coverage. 
Lii is noticeably less developed than the other parishes of Koch Goma when it comes to 
number of boreholes, education levels and health provision. Only four primary schools 
are located within the parish and the general education level in Lii is estimated to be 
primary 7 or lower. The nearest secondary school is in Koch Goma trading center. 
The parish of Lii consists of two villages, Bungu and Pakiya. We only operated in 
Bungu village, since it was the most remote of the two. Bungu is divided into 11 sub-
villages of which we visited only four, due to the size and infrastructure of the parish. 
People expressed frustration and disappointment in the sub county and we encountered 
a strong wish from the population to make Lii into its own sub county. Koch Goma Sub 
County is currently receiving a large amount of money from Lii’s extensive charcoal 
industry and the national game park reserve, Murchinson falls, bordering Lii parish.  
Land and Land Struggles in Lii Parish 
Asking people what characterized the parish, we were repeatedly told that they are 
blessed with much and fertile land. We came across numerous people who had come 
from other districts and settled in Lii, in the search for abundant land. In addition, we 
were informed that a lot of land sales are taking place in the parish, due to a large 
number of youth, who are in desperate need of capital. Furthermore, we were told that 
the areas of Lii bordering the National Park is experiencing a large amount of disputes 
between rich outsiders and people with origins in the area. Unfortunately, we were not 
able to reach these areas due to poor infrastructure.  
When land wrangles arise, people in Lii have very limited opportunities in who to go to. 
The two LC1s in Lii cover large areas, and we experienced how difficult it was to 
access them, as we had to give up our attempt to get to the LC1’s homestead in Bungu 
because of inaccessible roads. Furthermore, the Ker Kal Kwaro and the police in Koch 
Goma trading centre also expressed that they lacked resources to provide the people of 
Lii with their services. 
	   50	  
Orum Parish 
In contrast to Lii, Orum parish is located relatively close to the sub county headquarter 
in Koch Goma trading center, and the parish therefore remain more accessible. Orum 
consists of two villages, respectively Obul and Goro, where we operated in both. The 
parish is located in the eastern part of the sub county, which is the part closest to Gulu 
town. The parish has three primary schools and the secondary school in Koch Goma 
trading center is within a relatively short distance. Still we mainly met people in Orum 
with primary education.  
Land and Land Struggles in Orum Parish 
Orum has the highest rate of land conflicts, often characterized by violence. We were 
frequently told that this year the number of disputes was alarming. We encountered a 
number of stories, which included burnt houses, destruction of crops, and killing of 
domestic animals, serious beatings and even murders. Often, when we asked why Orum 
is especially violent today, people suggested that a large number of children from Orum 
had been abducted and used as child soldiers during the insurgency. They indicated that 
former child soldiers only know violence as a mean of conflict resolution, and therefore 
Orum was extraordinarily violent. However, we have not been able to find any evidence 
to support the statement that many ex-combatants are located in Orum. 
It was evident that elders and local leaders feared taking part in solving land disputes, as 
they feared retaliations if they tried to mediate cases. Also, Orum is the only place 
where we have experienced that some of the local leaders did not dare to talk to us 
about land conflicts. People in Orum generally expressed mistrust towards the local 
authorities, claiming that they were bribed or themselves part of the very problems that 
they were supposed to solve. The local leaders seemed resigned and frustrated, since 
they felt that no one was listening to them.  
Amar Parish 
Amar is divided into two villages, Lakalac and Kalang and we operated in both. Kalang 
is located closest to the sub county headquarters and consists of seven sub-villages. 
Lakalac is more distant and divided into six sub-villages. The education level in Kalang 
is higher than in Lakalac. The youth of Lakalac do instead acquire more vocational 
skills than the youth of Kalang.  
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Land and Land Struggles in Amar Parish 
When asking about land conflicts in Amar, we encountered relatively few land disputes. 
The local leaders seemed highly respected and trusted in comparison to Lii and Orum. 
We were repeatedly told that land conflicts do not turn into violence in Amar, because 
people listen and report the dispute to the local leaders instead of engaging in violence. 
The local leaders had in cooperation with Ker Kal Kwaro decided to temporarily 
prohibit land sales in Amar by not signing any sales agreements, because they viewed 
land sales as the main reason for land conflicts. 
In terms of land conflicts, two cases of large-scale farming were recurrently brought up. 
Two farms operating in both Lakalac and Kalang, conflict with the entire population of 
Amar, as the families behind the farms are claiming the entire land. The people 
controlling the two farms were former government officials under the Amin regime in 
the 1970’s, and from the same clan. They had used their political power to acquire land 
titles many years ago. When Amin was overthrown they went into exile abroad, and it is 
now their grown-up children who have come to take over the land. The two cases have 
been in court for long and are still being processed. Surprisingly few households 
expressed feelings of tenure insecurity, seen in the perspective of the devastating 
consequences for the entire population, if the two families cases win in court. Instead, 
there is a general confidence that their local leaders will win the case, which was also 
the intention expressed by the local leaders we talked to.  
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Chapter 6: Access to Land – A Social Position in Movement 
 
Branching out from the road, we follow a small trail to enter deeper into the village. We 
have not moved far when a man calls out to us from a home we have just passed. We 
enter into his household, where we meet a young man. He tells us in fluent English that 
he is 22 years old. He lives in another place, where they have roughly 20 acres13, which 
they need to share between ten households. In his household they are four; himself, his 
brother and two sisters. Their father died recently and he, as the oldest, has now 
‘replaced’ the father. The land is small, he says, it is four acres.14  
 
As in the rest of Northern Uganda, the vast majority of youth in Koch Goma access land 
through their parents just like this young man. At early age he has inherited the 
authority over the communally owned family land from his father, which he signifies by 
saying that he has “replaced” his father. Dwelling on the expression replaced for a 
moment, there is much more meaning behind it than just taking over authority over the 
land. His new responsibility implies a change in his social position within the family as 
well as in the community. He has become a part of a new socio-generational category 
and is no longer the son of his father, but has replaced his father. In other words: his 
social being has changed – he has become an adult. His social position as the first-born 
male entitles him to the family authority, including the authority over the communal 
family land. Authority over land should not be confused with ownership, as this concept 
does not exist within customary tenure. Adoko and Lavine (2005) propose the concept 
of stewardship to describe how land is held in trust for the next generation. From this 
perspective, the family land does not belong to the young man who now gained the 
authority, but belongs to his family or his clan. The custom that this young man, as the 
first-born male, gains authority over the clan or family land is a socio-politically 
process. Land is in this way deeply embedded in social relations and hierarchical 
organization in Acholi. Vice versa access to and authority over land also shape social 
identities, evident in how the young man’s stewardship to the land provides him with a 
new social position in his family and local community. 
Land Access as Social Being 
In our fieldwork we observed that youth first and foremost gain access to customary 
land through the social position they are born into, as a son, brother, daughter or sister – 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Ugandan acres are slightly smaller than the internationally accepted acre, which is 100 square meters per acre.  
14 Field notes, Orum, 26th of September 2013, young man, aged 21 
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in other words their social being. Even though we are aware that the distinction between 
social being and becoming is not a clear-cut, but rather a moving boundary, we choose 
this division for analytical reasons.  
Focusing on social being, it is evident that different social identities entail different 
possibilities in accessing land. The fundamental difference lies in gender, where sons 
stay on the land and daughters move away when they get married and thereby enter into 
a new family. Male youth are however not necessarily guaranteed secure access to land 
within the family. As explained by a young man, land is being distributed between the 
sons in the family according to age and position in the sibling order, and as he put it: 
“Customary tenure means that the elders are in control.”15 It is hereby implied that 
youth is in a subordinate position to elders in customary tenure. A youth leader in Amar 
elaborates on youth’s land access within customary tenure by saying: “youth don’t own 
land, they just have clan land”16. The type of access that youth are entitled to in the 
customary tenure is user rights or in other words secondary rights (Joireman 2011), 
meaning that they are given the right to use the family or clan land, but hold no 
authority over decisions linked to land. Land rights are thus tied to social positions. In 
this way, youth are locked into the position of dependency deprived of decision-making, 
a status that Obi (2006) defines as extended youth (Obi 2006:6). Given the fact that 
access to land is not fixed, but constantly renegotiated in a social process, youth have to 
maintain good social relations in order to maintain the possibility to access land. This is 
well illustrated in the words of a young man, whom we asked, if it was his own choice 
to help cultivate the land: 
He answered, that it was not his choice. He had been doing it to get the goodwill of his 
family, especially so they would be willing to pay for his school fees. I also asked him if 
he liked to farm and I was being told that it was something you could not avoid.17 
This extract from our field notes illustrates two important things. Firstly, that this young 
man has to do something to keep the goodwill of his father. Even though one is ascribed 
a social position and hereby entitled with a certain degree of land access, one also has to 
act to maintain and enhance one’s social position and land access. It is a position in 
movement. Secondly, this shows that it is not only access to land that is determined by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 18th of September 2013, young man, aged 18 
16 Field notes, Amar, 13th of October 2013, youth leader, aged 28 
17 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 18th of September 2013, young man, aged 20 
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family relations. His relation to his father does clearly also establish his possibility to 
position himself in another socio-political position through education. 
All our informants established the fact that youth do not control access to land. 
However, the majority of the people we talked to, elders as well as youth did not 
suggest that youth face challenges in accessing land in Koch Goma Sub County. To the 
contrary our informants expressed a general consensus that customary tenure provides a 
high level of tenure security, since youth can easily access land through their parents, 
their relatives or their clan. This is to a large extent also what we encountered, as we 
met many youth, who accessed land through other social relations than their parents. 
This mechanism of tenure security can be exemplified through the case of a young 
woman in Lii18 who had temporarily moved from her family land to her uncle and 
aunt’s land in a different parish because her father and mother’s land was too small and 
exhausted to feed herself, her parents and siblings. She expressed that it was her own 
idea to move, and that she would move back after having harvested her crops. Her uncle 
and aunt had allowed her to cultivate a small piece of land on their clan land, and 
allowed her to keep the yield if she brought it back to her family. 
In order to view the young woman’s access to land, it is beneficial to illustrate the 
possibilities of accessing land within customary tenure through social relations, 
visualized in the figure below. 
Figure 6.1 – Youth’s Access to Land through Social Relations 
 
The young woman secures and enhances her access to land by being able to position 
herself between different layers of social relations. In this way, access to land based on 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Field notes, Lii, 28th of September 2013, young woman, aged 21 
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social relations is for many youth not only a matter of social being, but also social 
becoming – whether they wish to move from one layer to the other, or stay within the 
layer they are currently in. In the case of the young woman, the customary tenure 
system does in this way work as a security net for both her and her family. This very 
discussion is the issue of interest in the following paragraph, since the exact same case 
also illustrates the contrary – customary tenure as exclusion.  
Customary Tenure as Security or a Mean of Exclusion 
During our interview with the before mentioned young woman in Lii, she expressed her 
wish to acquire more land in the future, recognizing that regaining a share of her family 
land would be difficult. Her father was willing to give her a small piece of land, but her 
brothers would not accept. This way, one’s access to land can be limited, as well as 
guaranteed, through customary tenure, according to your social position, which again is 
a subject of change depending on your social relations to the possessor(s) of authority. 
Especially for women, their relations to either husbands (and his family) or men from 
their own families solely determine their access to land. As a young man in Lii 
expressed, when we ask why women cannot own land:  
”Women dig, but they do not own land.” The reason for this is the culture, he says and 
continues: ”Women are not supposed to own customary land, but they can buy land. It 
is tradition that women are supposed to go away when married.”19 
Traditionally, a woman is becoming a part of her husband’s family, when she gets 
married, and hereby she leaves her right to access her family land behind. In case of 
divorce or death of her husband, she is supposed to regain access to her family land 
according to customary law in Acholi. However, this is in practice highly dependent on 
the size of the family land as well as the approval of her father, brothers or other male 
relatives, who possess authority over the land as indicated in the example of the young 
woman in Lii. During our fieldwork, we met another woman in Amar, who had 
divorced her husband and moved back to her family land with her children. Here she 
had been allocated one acre only, because the family land was very small. When asked 
how long she could stay on the land, she answered that she did not know, that it 
depended on her relatives, who have the authority over the land. But she stressed, “They 
are not supposed to tell me to leave the land”20. Others are not as lucky, but are instead 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Field notes, Lii, 5th of September 2013, young man, aged 23 
20 Field notes, Amar, 20th of October 2013, woman, aged 35 
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caught in a vacuum between the former husband’s family and own family, being unable 
to access land anywhere.   
Even more vulnerable are the girls or young unmarried women, who lose their father, 
since girls and women do not inherit land in customary tenure. This is exemplified by 
the case of a 40-year old woman21, who was denied access to her family’s land, when 
they started returning to their family land. She was denied access, because her father 
had died and the father’s brother had taken over authority of the land instead of her. She 
was now struggling to save money by cultivating a piece of land, which she had rented 
and settled on together with the father to her children whom she had not yet married. 
Still if her “husband” had family land somewhere, it is likely that they would be denied 
access to his family land, as they were not “properly” married. That is to say that in 
many cases, marriage is a determining factor for one’s ability to access land (Sebina-
Zziwa et al 2008:22). 
Not only female orphans are subjected to the exclusiveness of the customary land 
tradition in Acholiland. In fact both male and female orphans face very difficult odds in 
accessing land. Returning to the previous example of the young man who constantly 
worked on maintaining the goodwill of his family by working on the land and to secure 
payment of his school fees, it becomes evident that not only land is difficult to access 
for orphans. The alternatives to working with agriculture (i.e. education, financial 
support for starting up a business etc.) also become difficult to access, since the 
alternatives are often heavily dependent on the financial capacity within one’s family. 
The challenges of accessing land for vulnerable groups, such as orphans and women 
intensify in the post-conflict setting of Koch Goma Sub County, where there are more 
orphans and widows than during peaceful times due to the violent insurgency. In a 
setting like this, several people have pointed at the importance of neighbors for 
especially the youth, who have lost their parents. Neighbors are extremely critical in the 
process of recognizing ownership in customary tenure and boundaries of land – 
especially for the youth who have been born in the camps and have never seen their 
family land. Returning to the figure 6.1, these youth have a possibility of gaining or at 
least consolidating their access to land through their social relations with neighbors.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 18th of September 2013, woman, aged 40 
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With these different empirical vignettes we seek to highlight that one’s position as 
somebody’s son, daughter, brother, wife, relative, neighbor etc. provides access to land 
in different ways according to the specific situation and the social actors involved. But 
what do youth do if their social being does not inherently give them access to land?  
Alternative Ways of Accessing Land 
If young men and women cannot access land via social relations or social being, they 
have to seek alternatives. During the resettlement period, the government released land 
from the National Park bordering the parish of Lii and sold the land at a low price to 
accommodate the groups, particularly youth, that had lost access to land in the 
resettlement process.22 This example illustrates one alternative, that in many cases can 
secure access to land instantly, and not necessarily depends on social relations; money. 
This alternative has to a great extent become more available because of the general 
tendency of commodification of land in the Acholi culture (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:2). 
Buying land, immediately entitles persons to access a productive resource and forestall 
the possibility of losing this access due to decisions taken by authority holders, as 
would be the case under customary ownership. If a young person buys a piece of land 
he or she is provided with primary rights to the land, and possess the authority to do 
with the land as he or she wishes. Youth’s economic capacity to buy land can however 
not be separated from social being, as the vast majority of youth in Koch Goma do not 
have the financial means to buy land. It came to our attention that in most cases it was 
rich individuals who bought land, thereby utilizing their economic advantage to acquire 
land. Underpinning this fact, most buyers of the released land in Lii were wealthy 
investors, even though it was intended to support youth. This land commodification 
caused troubles in the parish, due to clashes between “rich outsiders and poor 
insiders”23. People often referred to insiders and outsiders when discussing access to 
land, reflecting how people in Koch Goma Sub County organize themselves along clan 
and ethnic lines. Belonging and kinship are thus a mechanism to exclude “outsiders” in 
customary tenure (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008:22), but this excluding mechanism is 
disrupted now that people from outside can buy land.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Field notes, Koch Goma Trading Center, 26th of August 2013, local official in Koch Goma Sub County 
23 Field notes, Lii, 5th of September 2013, focus group interview with the Rwot Kweri and youth from Lii 
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Another way to access land, which is also dependent on economic means, is renting. In 
most of the cases, especially concerning women, we have seen how renting land has 
been a step on the way to buy land. Such a case is the before mentioned 40-year-old 
woman from Koch Goma trading center. As we wrote in our field notes from the visit: 
She explains that the land they have now, is not fully paid for. This means that when I 
ask who has authority over the land, she tells me that it is the lady from whom they are 
also renting the other plot of land. Out of respect to her, and since they have not 
finished paying, they have given the authority to her. When asked whether she feels that 
her access to land is secured by renting, she replies that their access to the land is not 
secured. In order to do that she says, you need capacity, money and ability. (I 
understand it as if these are things that she and the family does not have).24 
This extract from our field notes demonstrates that even though she has access to land 
through renting, she still finds herself in a position of tenure insecurity, relying on the 
goodwill of her landlord and more crucially; her income. Without a secure income, she 
may fail to sustain access to the rented piece of land.  
Yet another way to access land is linked to having political power through superior 
social positions in the society. We encountered several cases where powerful 
individuals had bypassed the system of inheritance in customary tenure by getting 
access to land through influence and political channels. A family in Amar had managed 
to get a title to the land they were claiming through their political connections. They had 
used their former political positions during the Amin regime to go around the formal 
system of titling and thereby received a written proof to their ownership of the land.25 
Local chiefs are in a similar position allowing them to abuse the power they possess to 
distribute and verify land boundaries to accommodate own interests. In these cases the 
struggles to gain access to more land by a person in a powerful position is disguised as 
customary law. 
Access to Land as Social Becoming 
To understand why we view the process of getting access to land as a process of social 
becoming it is important to understand the social value attached to the ability of 
accessing land. The clearest way of expressing this is by asking the question: What do 
youth who do not have access to land in Koch Goma Sub County become? 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 18th of September 2013, woman, aged 40 
25 Field notes, Amar, 3rd of September 2013, man, aged in his 50’s 
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The attitude towards landless youth in Koch Goma Sub County is clear and unanimous. 
A young man in Amar narrates: “People who do not have access to land has to dig for 
other people and maybe use a small part that is unused.”26 He continues by saying that: 
“It is very difficult if you have no access, land is the only way to get money.” An old 
woman in Amar points to the same issue of financial difficulties, expressing her fear of 
losing her family land in a dispute that she is currently involved in because she is 
“scared that her children might become thieves, since they cannot do agricultural 
work.”27  Following the same logic, a family in Orum states that there are few 
alternatives to cultivating land, and the existing alternatives are not especially attractive: 
Is it difficult for youth to access land? Yes, especially if your father has no land, then 
there is not much to do and you have to go and live in Koch Goma center. If you don’t 
have land you have nothing. You will have to join some of the bad groups of e.g. 
burglars or robbers to survive.28 
Several times, youth without land were referred to as ‘lazy’, ‘drunk’, ‘thieves’, ‘bad 
company’ or in other negative terms described as someone you indeed would avoid 
becoming. This way, we argue that access to land is a way of social becoming, since 
one’s access to land ascribes particular social positions and recognition in the local 
community, and thereby distinguishes one from landless, social outcasts. When one has 
access to land, one does not have to “ride boda-bodas or doing small petty-jobs in other 
peoples gardens”29 as a young man in Orum expressed it. Moreover, access to land 
allows people to get properly married, to be independent, to generate income for 
material goods or school fees and to accommodate future generations.  
Summary 
As put forward in this part of the analysis, social positions in both the family and the 
community are interrelated to land access. Social positions determine land access and 
the other way around land access determines one’s social position. Access to land is 
entangled in processes of social being and becoming. Adding one last, though very 
important, nuance to land access as a social position is that, as Vigh (2009) expresses it; 
people “move in a moving environment” (Vigh 2009:420). Throughout our fieldwork, a 
number of people expressed their fear of losing their land. The threat could either be the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Field notes, Amar, 15th of October 2013, young man, aged 25 
27 Field notes, Amar, 15th of October 2013, old woman, aged 55 
28 Field notes, Orum, 26th of September 2013, focus group interview with a family, aged 39-60 
29 Field notes, Orum, 2nd of October 2013, young man, aged 21  
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government, the neighboring school, a current land dispute, large-scale investment in 
the area, or the fact that family members could chase youth away anytime. The constant 
possibility of changes in the youth’s situation shows how difficult it is for youth to 
secure their access to land in ever-changing environments. It was striking that the vast 
majority of the people we talked to expressed that they could not predict what would 
happen tomorrow, when asked what they wanted to do with the land, or themselves, in 
the future. Having experienced 20 years of war with the constant threat of being 
displaced, a complicated resettlement process full of conflicts, and a fundamental 
change in the way land is owned from one year to the other (chap. 3), make it 
understandable that people in Koch Goma Sub County do not dare to make assumptions 
about the future, since their situation could very well change radically tomorrow. 
Experience has shown the Acholis, that one can easily be deprived of land access, and 
this was evident in people’s feeling of future tenure security. It is a constant struggle to 
get and sustain one’s access to land, well knowing that losing it means losing 
everything. Access to land is thus a social position in movement.  
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Chapter 7: Motives for Youth Involvement in Land Conflicts 
In the next homestead we enter, we meet a young man. During our talk with him, we ask 
who typically starts land conflicts. He replies: “It is mostly youth. When youth get 
children, they feel like there is nowhere else they can take care of them. Some youth will 
defend land for the sake of their children’s future, and others would defend it for their 
own interest to sell it and acquire money to buy things such as motorbikes.”30 
As the young man from Amar parish indicated, the motives for youth’s involvement in 
land conflicts are many and diverse. As the previous part of the analysis shows, there is 
an enormous pressure on land since access to land entails attractive social positions and 
since agriculture remains the single most important source of livelihood in Koch Goma. 
It is therefore not surprising that where land is highly valued and boundaries are 
unconsolidated, land conflicts are likely to occur. In order to get a deeper understanding 
of why and how land conflicts arise and especially what role youth play in land 
conflicts, it is necessary to pay attention to the question of why youth involves 
themselves (or get involved) in land conflicts, and how this is connected to their social 
positions. Since male youth by far play a more active role in land conflicts than female 
youth (even though it must not be neglected that female youth are equally affected by 
land conflicts), we from here on focus mainly on male youth and their involvement as 
well as navigation in land conflicts.  
In the following part we thus seek to identify some of the reasons for youth’s 
engagement in land conflicts. Our data shows a multiple and diverse range of reasons 
why youth involve in or become part of land conflicts, which in many cases exist 
concurrently. However, for analytical reasons, we have simplified and disaggregated 
them into six main causes and reasons of youth involvement in land conflicts; 1) 
confusion and ignorance caused by displacement, 2) economic motives, 3) expectations 
of manhood and responsibility, 4) force by elders, 5) unemployment, drinking and 
boredom 6) distrust in authorities and frustration with law enforcement. The motives are 
both influenced by personal reasoning and contextual conditions for each case of land 
disputes.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October 2013, young man, aged 21 
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Confusion and Ignorance after Decades of Displacement 
When the extensive displacement finally came to an end after almost two decades, a 
complicated resettlement process began (chap. 3). Many people “returned” to ancestral 
land that they had never seen before, but only been told about. Several youth returned 
without their parents and clan elders and found natural demarcations changed or 
vanished, which has caused great confusion over land boundaries. Numerous land 
conflicts are triggered by this confusion and are intensified by the fact that people have 
nowhere else to go. Youth engage in fights over land that they are uncertain if it belongs 
to them, because they feel that they have to defend their ancestral land. A young man 
from Amar narrated: “(…) most people have been born in the camps and they feel that 
all the land surrounding their homes belongs to them, so they keep encroaching. 
Population has increased and everybody feel like they should have a bigger piece. Land 
equals wealth, you know.”31 The uncertainty and ignorance he describes is in some 
cases exploited by elders, who tend to give youth in their family wrong information 
concerning boundaries, in order for them to gain more clan land. A police officer in 
Koch Goma Sub County portrays youth as easy victims:  
”A young boy at the age of 14 born in the camp here will not be able to know his land. 
He can easily be deceived! He will not know if he fights for land that is his or someone 
else’s. He must trust what he has been told, that is why many youth are now in 
prison.”32 
The complexity of these disputes caused by confusion and ignorance is that both parties 
believe to have the legitimate claim to the same piece land. A considerable proportion 
of these disputes are the result of legal pluralism, enforced by the Land Act 1998, where 
claims to land can be placed within two competing landholding systems and laws (chap. 
3). A recurrent cause of land disputes in our interviews has been the former tradition in 
Acholi culture to accommodate landless friends and family. A member of Northern 
Uganda Business Forum for Peace narrates: “Previously in Acholi culture it was like 
this; people would never give anyone money, but they would gladly give out land. But 
the war has changed this attitude.”33 Based on Sebina-Zziwa et al. (2008) one could 
argue that the changed attitude towards accommodating vulnerable people is an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October, young male, aged 21 
32 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 13th of October, police officer 
33 Field notes, Gulu town, 28th of August, Member of Northern Uganda Business Forum 
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evidence of how camp-life has torn the social fabric apart and changed social norms, 
and that the aspiring land commodification has changed people’s view on land.  
The current generation of landholders has recognized the rising value of land, and do no 
longer approve the allocation of land to friends or family made by their grandparents 
before the war. They perceive the land allocations as temporary and that the people who 
were “given” a piece of land 20, 50 and 100 years ago do no longer have the right to the 
land. In the literature, the perception that rightful ownership can only be achieved 
through family linkage is called patrilineal fundamentalism and is argued to be an 
invention to claim land rather than an Acholi tradition (Whyte et al 2012:13). People in 
a reverse situation, whose parents or grandparents were given land many years ago, do 
however view the donation of land as final and claim the land to be theirs as they have 
occupied it for so long. This kind of land dispute is an example of land conflict placed 
within a setting of legal pluralism, where competing claims to land are rooted in 
different land tenure laws. In the Land Act 1998 it is stated that a person who has stayed 
on land and used it or made improvements on the land for at least twelve years before 
8th October 199534, without being questioned or challenged by the registered owner of 
the land, has got the right to the land – being the Bona Fide Occupant (GoU 1998: §29, 
part 2). Customary law does however contradict sharply with this statutory law as land 
within customary tenure belongs to the clan eternally, whether they occupy the land or 
not, since land belongs to ancestors, the living and future generations. The Bona Fide 
Occupant law does not apply to customary land, since it is stated that customary land is 
to be governed by customary rules (Chap. 3). We have nonetheless encountered that 
great confusion exists concerning the two legal frameworks, and that some local cultural 
leaders in the villages do not know that the law of Bona Fide Occupant does not apply 
to customary land. It is furthermore problematic that the Land Act confers a right to or 
imposes an obligation retrospectively, meaning that it works backwards.  
Competing claims to land that lead to land dispute are at times even more complex, 
when the claims are both established within customary law. In our conversation with a 
55-year-old woman in Amar35, who, upon returning in 2008, found that the son of her 
husband’s sister and his family had already settled on her ancestral land. The sister of 
her husband who had been staying on the land for a short period of time had died and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 The date the constitution came into force. 
35 Field notes, Amar, 15th of August, woman, aged 55 
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was buried on the land before the war, and therefore her son was now claiming the land. 
Conducting our research on land disputes we found that graves are a significant proof to 
ownership in customary tenure. In this case once again both parties have legitimate 
claims to the land and youth engage in land conflicts out of confusion and ignorance.  
Land conflicts due to contradicting legal rules seem to be at the core of the vast majority 
of the land conflicts in Koch Goma Sub County, especially in Lii. When the motives on 
both sides of the conflict are the belief that you are the rightful owner, it is very 
complicated to mediate in the case. In most of these cases, youth able to prove ancestral 
affiliation to land has the best chances, since ancestry and belonging features a powerful 
social position. Another powerful social position in these kinds of conflicts appeared to 
be created through a good relationship with neighbors, who could confirm your 
affiliation to the claimed land. 
Economic Motives 
The second major motive behind youth’s involvement in land conflicts we have 
identified is economic motives. Elders or the opponent part in a dispute often articulates 
these kinds of motives when asked why youth engage in land conflicts. Many 
informants portray youth as a generation who is greedy and lazy, and as a 30-year-old 
woman from Kal parish put it, youth “is not willing to use the land. To them, land is 
only for selling. They do not know where food comes from. And that is because World 
Food Programme gave free food.”36 Many interviewees emphasized that the upbringing 
in IDP-camps has produced a generation who has no interest in cultivation, but only has 
interest in land for the purpose of selling. The recurrent story is that youth sell off 
customary land in order to acquire quick money to buy boda-bodas, so they can make 
money as boda drivers.  
In some cases conflicts arise within families, where youth rebel against their parents or 
family elders, harassing them to give them a piece of customary tenure with the hidden 
agenda of selling it, or even selling parts of customary land without the knowing and 
accept of the community. Customary land is communally owned and cannot be legally 
sold without the consent from every family member. Many fake and illegal land sales 
take place this way and the rest of the family will in most cases reject the ownership of 
the buyer and then the wrangle starts. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Field notes, Kal, 30th of August, young woman, aged 30 
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In other cases youth engage in land conflicts against a neighbor as a part of a family or 
clan strategy. These youth will pretend to believe that the land is theirs, but well aware 
that it is not, which is diametrically opposed to the land conflicts caused by confusion 
and ignorance, where both parties believe the land is theirs. Instead, these youth claim 
the land with a hidden interest to sell it and earn money. An elderly disabled man raised 
the concern that youth speculates with land in encroaching on vulnerable people’s land: 
“(…) youth often grab land from the weak and disabled. They come and extend maybe 2 
acres onto your land. They do this because they have a high desire after land that they 
can sell. When you die, then they can sell it.”37 
In complete contradiction to the above statement are the cases of youth-headed 
households who are preyed upon by better-off neighbors. In these, youth are the 
marginalized group, as neighbors deceive the youth with no parents by showing them a 
different boundary. These two contradictory examples of youth’s involvement show 
that youth can be both victims and perpetrators of greediness. Youth can both take 
advantage of people in a weaker social position, but is also perceived as easy targets by 
speculative local landgrabbers. Poor people are as well in a difficult social position and 
at risk of being exploited by speculators, which an officer in charge of crime expressed 
in the quote below:  
”We have landgrabbers in the community, who want to take advantage of the situation. 
To them there is no compromise! They oppress the poor ones. The rich man says that 
these people have not been here before – even though it is not true. This man wants to 
oppress these poor people and push them of the land.”38 
The group of youth, who are grabbing land, takes advantage of the post-conflict fluid 
setting, which in Unruh’s optic can work as an open moment. This group is often 
characterized by well-educated, rich or powerful youth in a social position, where they 
can carry out systematic deprivation of land from people they find to be suitable prays 
due to their weaker social positions. Rich and powerful individuals make use of the 
window of opportunity to speculate in how to acquire (more) land in the fluid land 
tenure situation and therefore they are claiming land that they know is not theirs.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Field notes, Orum, 27th of September, elderly man, aged 78 
38 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 13th of October, police officer 
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As described earlier, in Amar parish, two former top-officials from the government run 
a large-scale farm each. They are currently conflicting with the entire local population 
of Amar, since they claim an estimated 6,000 acres of land each, which represents all 
the land in the parish. They have taken advantage of the unstable situation and used 
their political power to issue two land titles to the 12,000 acres in total. This is an 
example of landgrabbing from outside the community, thereby jeopardizing the 
livelihoods of a large number of people, if they win the dispute.  
In these ways, powerful social positions such as being rich, well-educated or having 
good political connections opens up for other motives for involving in land conflicts 
than solely survival or defending your ancestral land. Instead one can speculate in order 
to generate as much economic gain as possible out of land.  
Expectations of Manhood and Responsibility 
The reasons behind youth engagement in land disputes are much more complex than 
just confusion, ignorance, and economic motives. Land is a multiplex phenomenon 
deeply embedded in social and cultural norms and expectations (chap. 2). Defending 
land is especially linked to manhood and respect in the community. A young man in Lii 
explained, why he decided to involve himself in a fight with the people, who were 
trying to push him off his land. He explained: ”When you defeat, people start to respect 
you. But when you are defeated, people will just laugh because you are weak.”39 
His assumption of the community’s view on him if he did not fight back thus influences 
his choice of involving himself in the fight. Defeating the opponent becomes important 
in his social becoming into a respected man within the community. If he had not fought, 
his social position could have been at risk and could maybe have resulted in both a loss 
of land and a change in this social position within the family.  
Defense is not only a matter of defending oneself. Many informants stressed that it is 
very important to defend your family, particularly elders. As a young man from Orum 
expressed it: ”Elders are weak and have a lot of fear for anyone to come and push them 
off the land. The youth is the ones defending their elders. You have to face anyone!”40 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Field notes, Lii, 3rd of October, young man, aged 26 
40 Field notes, Orum, 14th of October, young man, aged 30 
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The cultural and social expectations linked to manhood are yet another reason for youth 
engaging themselves in land conflicts. Getting involved in a land conflict are in these 
cases equally about consolidating own social position as it is about the land.  
Force From Elders 
Knowing from part one of the analysis how much youth depends on elders in terms of 
access to land, funding of school fees, and as a media of knowledge, it is not surprising 
that elders hold much authority. Influence or direct force from elders is therefore a 
major reason for youth to involve themselves in land conflicts. Five young men from 
Amar described the intergenerational power relations in a focus group interview: 
“The idea always starts from the elders, and then the youth need to respect their idea. 
At times youth also engage, because they realize that they have too little land for future 
generations. Since it is customary land, youth need to respect elders. At times certain 
things happen, and then the elders need to save you. So youth have to obey and respect 
the elders and their ideas no matter what.” 41 
In line with this quote, many of our informants proclaim that elders are the ones making 
plans to encroach on other people’s land, which challenge the myth that it is mainly 
young people’s greed that triggers land conflicts. We have identified force and pressure 
from elders to be one of the most significant reasons for youth’s involvement in land 
conflicts. The consequences of disobeying your parents’ or elders’ demands can be 
drastic and fatal for youth as narrated by a young man in Amar: 
“You can get chased out of the home. This happened to me, because I refused to obey 
my father. My father told me to go and check the boundaries and I knew this would start 
a conflict.” I asked him if his decision would influence his share of clan land, and he 
replied: “I will not have any influence on getting part of customary land, because now I 
have no relationship to my father, who is the head of the household.”42 
Disobedience has potentially limited or deprived this young man of his share of 
customary land, which is crucial to his future livelihood. Being heavily dependent on 
the support of elders in almost every aspect of youth’s life, the pressure to obey the 
wishes of elders weighs heavily on the youth’s shoulders. A 45-year-old man caught in 
the middle of a land conflict between four clans wisely said: ”Youth are strong 
supporters of elders, because elders are strong supporters of youth!”43 This quote 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October, focus group interview with 5 young men, aged 18-41 
42 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October, young man, aged 18 
43 Field notes, Orum, 22nd of October, man, aged 45 
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reflects how youth support elders, because they are in the need of the support from 
elders. Youth has thus a submissive social position and this intergenerational power 
relation leads to youth fighting over land because they are forced to and not necessarily 
because they feel the desire to do it. 
In other cases, elders use the argument that youth have to secure their own future, which 
depends on the family land and they therefore have to fight to defend it. A young man 
from Orum told us: “Elders come up with the ideas [to start land conflict]. They will 
say to their youth: ‘this is your land; what happens with it is up to you to choose. If you 
lose the land, you lose your future’.”44 Elders tell the youth that if they do not encroach 
on other people’s land, they will have nowhere to go, because their current land is too 
small for the number of people it needs to accommodate. They plant ideas in the minds 
of youths, making them more motivated to fight over land.  
In these ways, elders use their social position to either directly tell youth to go and 
defend their family and family land or more indirectly tell them to do so, by saying that 
if they do not fight, they will lose their future. Youth is thus used as tools in land 
conflicts, which a young man from Amar expressed this way:  
“They [youth] are used as tools in land conflicts. People use them as their soldiers and 
they are mainly used to cause violent acts. When you have conflicting neighbors and 
you start to involve youth, it gets serious and fighting starts. Somebody who has many 
youth can organize them and send them to people with fewer youth and these youth can 
go and destroy. They can even beat people, burn huts, and kill people.”45 
In some situation the mere fact that there are many youths in a family is enough to give 
elders a more powerful social position. A police officer explained that elders use youth 
as a shield, placing youth at the forefront to say that this is their land46. Youth is seen as 
a resource, where having many youth in your family or clan provides greater incentive 
to fight over land. A local official described it like this: “the Mzee can use youth as 
soldiers. If you have youth, if you’re walking with your youth, you have power.”47  
Thus, youth are because of their submissive social position forced directly and 
indirectly by elders to encroach on other people’s land or fight the opponent in a land 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Field notes, Orum, 14th of October, young male, aged 30 
45 Field notes, Amar, 11th of October, young male, aged 29 
46 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 13th of October, police officer 
47 Field notes, Amar, 17th of October, local official 
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dispute, which we have recognized as the driving force in a large number of conflicts 
over land. 
Unemployment, Boredom and Drinking 
Many of our informants point to boredom, heavy drinking, gambling and 
unemployment when talking about youth in the three parishes. A local official in Koch 
Goma expressed it as: “Youth have nothing to do, so they do everything! They have lost 
track of life.”48 Linked to this, many youth find themselves in a desperate position and 
it seems that a significant proportion of them are willing to do criminal acts in exchange 
of money. A young man from Amar explained how the man, that his family is in a land 
conflict with, is hiring youth to fight: 
“This man sends in a tractor to destroy everything and he has capital from outside. 
With this money, he pays youth that he picks up from the center to go and destroy. They 
claim that they are clan brothers, but really they are not.” I ask him why the youth will 
risk doing this and if they do not fear going to prison. To this he replies: “Yes, they fear 
to go to prison, but they are always bailed out by the rich party.”49 
Some youth do in this way engage in land conflicts, which they are not really a part of. 
They pretend to be the youth of the family or clan they are hired by, and they are willing 
to risk their lives for money. In line with this, a 45-year-old woman from Amar said: 
“Youth doesn’t think about their future. If you give them a little money and tell them to 
go fight, they will just do it. They don’t think about the consequences.”50  
This statement reflects how decision-making of youth in a post-conflict setting tends to 
be short-term. A local official even proclaims that many of the youth hired to fight in 
land conflicts are paid with alcohol and not money. The post-conflict context and 
trauma have thus placed a group of youth in a disadvantaged and desperate social 
position, constantly looking for money, employment or alcohol, and easy to exploit. 
Distrust in Authorities and Frustration with Law Enforcement 
A last cause of youth involvement in land conflicts is the disappointment and lack of 
trust in authorities. The majority of our informants expressed distrust in both local 
leaders and in the court system. The local leaders have a hard time mediating, which is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 11th of October, local official 
49 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October, young male, aged 27 
50 Field notes, Amar, 22nd of October, focus group interview with four elderly people 
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the traditional method of dealing with disputes, because people are less willing to 
compromise. As a result they often fail to settle cases. The cases are therefore often 
forwarded to the court system, which is dysfunctional as a local official stated: 
“So now days there are no LC2 courts. If you want to go to court, you need to go direct 
to magistrate court, which can be really far away for some people. It is very difficult for 
people because many have no means of transportation (…) People often decide to fight 
instead of taking the case to court.”51  
LC2 courts have been formed with the intention to make less formal and accessible 
courts (chap. 3), but in reality they do not function, leaving people, who wish to have 
their case dealt with in the court, with the only option of magistrate’s court in Gulu 
town or in Amuru district headquarter. Magistrate’s courts are both inaccessible for 
poor people in terms of transportation and expenses and are not functioning as a local 
official explained: “As a result of no court and no neutral body, people fight!”52  
Furthermore, the majority of our informants expressed distrust in both local leaders and 
courts, saying that they could easily be bribed. Corruption appears to be prevalent in all 
bodies of authority, administrative, judicial and executive authorities, placing poor 
people in a disadvantaged position, with few other options than violence. 
We also identified that youth took matters in their own hands due to incompetence and 
constant delay in court, or as described by a young man in Amar: 
“Most of the fighting erupts before the case is in court or mediated. When court does 
not rule, automatically you have to fight.” I can’t help to ask why most fighting happens 
before going to court. He says: “When you meet the person you are in a conflict with in 
the field, you exchange words and you may get so angry that one feels that he cannot 
wait for court tomorrow, but need to satisfy the urge of going to fight right away.”53 
Even people, who have the patience to go through all the appeals in the judicial system, 
experience a lack of law enforcement, when judgment is finally made. We talked with a 
man from Amar54, whose family had won their case in all the levels of bodies governing 
land, but the opponent still refused to leave the land. The man was frustrated about the 
situation and had just decided that he would engage in the conflict violently by 
forcefully removing the other man from the land. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 11th of October, local official 
52 Field notes, Koch Goma trading center, 11th of October, local official 
53 Field notes, Amar, 18th of October, youth leader 
54 Field notes, Amar, 17th of October, male, aged 43 
	   71	  
Summary  
It is evident that the displacement and the currently fluid and unstable post-conflict 
situation are some of the underlying factors determining how youth involve themselves 
in land conflicts or get involved. Youth are in a submissive social position to elders, and 
are forced to listen and obey elders’ desires. Youth also act as a resource that put 
families or clans with many youths in powerful social positions. Male youth is expected 
to fight to defend their family and family land to secure manhood and thus own social 
position. However, the current generation of youth was raised under conditions that 
have fostered entrepreneurial spirit and a change of perception into viewing land as a 
commodity. Rich, well-educated or well-connected individuals from within or from 
outside the local community use their powerful social positions to speculate in 
encroaching on land occupied by people in a more vulnerable social position, and they 
are able to use the land management institutions to their advantage. Faced with corrupt, 
dysfunctional and slow legal systems, youth in vulnerable social positions are more 
likely to turn to violence as their only option of defense and involvement in land 
disputes. Furthermore, disadvantaged youths do not just engage in land conflicts to 
defend their own land, but are also willing to fight over other people’s land in exchange 
of money or alcohol. In these ways and many others, youth’s social positions and their 
involvement in land conflicts are closely interlinked in a complex and contextual web of 
ever-changing power relations. It is thus impossible to point at only a few certain causes 
for the emergence of land conflicts as well as youth’s involvement in those, since it is a 
rather multifaceted matter. Nevertheless it is of paramount importance to pay attention 
to the complexity of these power relations embedded in land conflicts, since they 
determine to a very large extent how youth choose to navigate, once they are involved 
in the land disputes, which is the focus of the last part of the analysis.  
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Chapter 8: Youth’s Navigation in Land Conflicts 
As we return to the center, we get to talk with a young man involved in a conflict. He 
explains that his cousin takes advantage of the death of his father and wants to scare off 
his mother. He says in a peculiar voice: ”If he picks a stick, I will also pick a stick. If he 
picks a panga, I will also pick a panga.” He explains that it is worth fighting because 
they have so little land to so many children. He looks stiff straight ahead, not looking in 
our eyes saying: ”I will sacrifice myself!” Peter asks why he will sacrifice himself. He 
answers still looking stiffly into the air: “I have no money, so I can't fight him 
financially. The court will always listen more to the rich side. The court can be bribed.” 
and he continues: ”I am willing to fight, because there is no other way now. My cousin 
has many children in the family, so he can overthrow me and therefore I must sacrifice 
myself.” When asked why he is willing to die, he responds: ”There is nothing I can do 
now. I can't take the case to court.55” 
As the extract from our field notes indicates, the navigational possibilities for youth in 
land conflicts are many and they are closely interlinked with the social positions of the 
youth as well as the motives behind their involvement in the land conflict. Building on 
the two previous analyses, the focus of this chapter is on youth’s navigation within land 
disputes. Put in very broad analytical categories, we have identified six different 
navigational possibilities for youth involved in land conflicts. Youth can, as the quote 
shows, choose to fight their opponent– either with physical violence or other means. 
They can also choose to avoid the conflict by refusing to get involved or simply by 
fleeing. Thirdly they can activate different levels of the community leadership, where 
another possibility is to go to the court, either directly as a strategy or as a result of 
failing attempts to solve the issue elsewhere. Fifthly, they can seek guidance typically 
from the elders within the family, which most likely leads to one of the other 
navigational possibilities depending on the elder’s attitude to the issue. Lastly, 
navigational possibilities can be related to economic capacity either in terms of funding 
from people outside of the conflict or hiring youths/getting hired to fight. Several of 
these things can naturally, and are likely to, be done at the same time. 
The choice of navigational possibilities is highly influenced by youth’s different spaces 
of possibilities, which is the pivotal point in the following paragraph.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Field notes, Orum, 14th of October 2013, Interview with young man, aged 21. 
	   73	  
Limited Space of Possibility 
This chapter takes its departure in a conversation with a 30-year-old young man from 
Orum56. The fact that his cousin wants to scare him and his family off the land has put 
him in a situation where he needs to react. He will have a number of possibilities, as to 
which actions he can take. However, these actions will be bound by his space of 
possibility (Vigh 2009). In his situation, he is married and lives on a small piece of land 
that is roughly four acres. He lives on the land together with his mother and has recently 
lost his father. He expresses how their land is very limited and that many children are 
dependent on this land. Essentially he describes that he cannot afford to lose it. His 
space of possibility is thus highly influenced by the fact that he has to secure future 
access to this particular piece of land. He is not in a social position where he can just 
give up the land and move to another place, for instance to other clan land. Neither does 
he have a job that can provide income, meaning that buying new land is not an option. 
He has lost his father so he now stands with the responsibility of securing the future of 
his children by giving them access to land that he himself has just inherited. What he 
tells is that he might be forced into a violent struggle, where he will be willing to 
“sacrifice” himself for the sake of securing the family access to the land.  
This rather drastic navigational strategy is further influenced by a number of factors 
related to his social positions as well as his opponent’s. His opponent is rich. He himself 
is poor. His opponent has many youths who can outmatch him, both as they outnumber 
him in terms of people, but also because their education level is better. His space of 
possibility is thus narrower than the one of his opponent, leaving this young man with 
fewer navigational possibilities. Furthermore, his mistrust in the court system, based on 
real concern or not, constitutes a situation where the navigational possibilities of going 
to either the communal leaders or the court are not to his fair disposal. His remaining 
space of possibility pushes him into a situation where he feels compelled to choose 
fighting his opponent violently to secure his access to what he believes is his land. 
Though he has not yet actually acted violently. His social position in other words 
determines his space of possibility and thereby also his navigation.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Field notes, Orum, 14th of October 2013, Interview with young man, 21. 
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Expanded Space of Possibility 
Two days after having met the young man, who declared to be willing to violently 
defend his land in Orum, we meet another young man from Amar, who is 20 years old. 
He displayed an entirely different approach to how he would react if in a land dispute. 
He has bought one acre of land because he will need land in the future. His family has 
an additional 300 acres of customary land. There are some wrangles about the 
boundaries of the family land since a neighbor wants to use some of the land. The 
young man does not feel as part of it, as his grandfather is still alive and has the 
authority over the land. Instead he shows complete trust in the court system and believes 
in fair judgments. With the story from Orum fresh in mind we had to challenge this 
young man’s view:  
“Would you respect the ruling of the court, if it did not turn to your favor?” He 
responds: “If the first ruling failed, I would appeal. If all rulings failed, I would give up 
the land.” and he continues: “I would not fight, because I could lose my life and then 
no one could take care of my children.57”  
The above quote points at two very important matters. Firstly, the social position of 
being a father instead of a part of youth seems to influence this man’s choice of 
navigation. Supporting this is a similar statement from another young man in Kalang58 
stating that he could not involve in violence since he has responsibilities as a father. 
Secondly, it becomes evident that there is a major difference in the level of trust in 
authorities between the two men, making the navigational possibility of going to court 
possible for the man from Amar and not possible for the young man from Orum. This 
observed difference is in line with our general experience of the divergence in the level 
of trust in authorities between the three parishes (chapter 5). This may prove to be an 
important element in understanding youth’s choices of navigation as linked with the 
contextual differences between the parishes.  
Apart from the above difference in the two men’s navigational possibilities, two other 
factors stick out as important in relation to their choices of navigation. One factor is that 
the man from Amar can access land from the big family land, thus expanding his space 
of possibility to include a potential relocation to another land. Access is in his case more 
flexible and secured, also in future terms. Secondly, the trust in institutional fairness 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October 2013, young man, aged 20. 
58 Field notes, Amar, 15th of October 2013, young man, aged 25. 
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generates a navigation possibility that is based on less desperation due to a broader 
variety of navigational possibilities. Being able to avoid navigation based on violence 
involves fewer risks for both himself and his family than in the case of the man from 
Orum, who does not feel the option of seeking support from anywhere, and thus see the 
navigational possibility of violence as the only alternative.  
Limiting and Expanding Spaces of Possibility in Post-Conflict Settings 
As we have illustrated so far, the space of possibility can be limited by a number of 
factors. Some are linked to the issue of trust, and are key when choosing navigation. 
Others are linked to the issue of capital and social prosperity, which also seem to be 
decisive factors limiting or expanding ones space of possibility. But also factors not 
related directly to social positions are evident. Location and distance to e.g. local 
authorities are influential factors when choosing navigation. Especially in the parish of 
Lii with its poor accessibility due to poor road network authorities from outside of the 
parish itself play a less decisive role as they will rarely come or at least take too long. 
These concerns have mainly been applied to the Kal Kwaro and the police. Both are not 
to be counted on, especially if people do not have the money to pay for their transport 
and food. We subsequently obtained the same answers from both the police and Ker Kal 
Kwaro59, who told that indeed accessibility is a barrier to reaching the far out corners of 
the sub county, and therefore these areas are more susceptible to vigilantism.  
Other factors linked to social position such as political connections and economic 
resources can expand the individual’s space of possibility. Often blame is put on rich 
outsiders who have been accused of fuelling conflicts or prolonging existing ones in 
order to secure their personal or clan interest.  
Within the post-conflict situation it is often easier for more resourceful parties to go 
their own ways, as even though some institutions might be functioning on paper they 
are not functioning in reality, or as Joireman (2011) puts it: Where There is No 
Government. This inevitably creates open moments for vigilantism. In connection to 
these open moments the number of youth in your family seems to be an important 
factor. Youth can both use their strength to protect themselves and be used as a tool to 
either secure or gain access to land, as described in chapter 7. A local leader explained a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Field notes from 13th of October and 23th of October with a police officer and a member of the Ker Kal Kwaro. 
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situation in Lii, where a piece of land had been forcefully taken over and was now 
impossible to extort from the encroaching parties.  
“The court made its ruling and told one party, which was ‘outsiders from Oyam 
district’, to leave the land. These people did however not respect the ruling of the court 
and came back with pangas, guns and weapons and chased the rightful owner away 
from the land. It was originally nine brothers and their families who scared the owners 
away, but now occupying the land they are many. They called people from other 
districts to come and support them – many of them not even relatives.60” 
The strongest unit wins, in this case by sheer physical power. Even though the court has 
ruled in favor of the other parties, the encroaching clans choose to remain without 
paying attention to the courts legal decision. It can be argued, that this is only made 
possible by the failure of law enforcing institutions. In other cases, we have encountered 
that conflicting parties with powerful social positions such as a high education level or 
with economic capacity have addressed the land conflict directly at the court 
strategically, so that they were sure that they would win the whole piece of land due to 
bribery and not loose land because of compromises made in mediations. A 55-years-old 
woman from Amar told us about the actions taken by the opponent in a dispute, she is 
currently in:  
We ask her what has been done to solve the conflicts, and she answers that there has 
been three steps. First they took the case to the sub-county who made a boundary, but 
when the sub-county left, the opposing part refused to leave the land anyways. Secondly 
they went to court. Here the opposing part failed to show up three times in Gulu court 
and the case was dragged. Then, thirdly, they took it to Amuru, where the opposing part 
bribed a lawyer to hide the file that was referred from Gulu, which means that the case 
has now stagnated.61 
The conflicting part in the case above is using forum shopping as a navigational 
strategy, moving from authority to authority in order to get the output they want, which 
can also be interpreted as being a result of the open moments created in a post-conflict 
setting, where some youth (and others) can choose navigational possibilities that allows 
them to take advantage of the fluid situation and gain as much land as possible. 
As shown in this paragraph, a number of navigational pathways become available in the 
open moments of post-conflict settings, as there are more or less safe passages to the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Field notes, Lii, 27th of September, interview with local leader 
61 Field notes, Amar, 15th of October 2013, woman, aged 55 
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ones who do not oblige to the traditional or legal structures of the communities. The 
malfunctioning government institutions, economic and political shifts, along with the 
breakdown of the social fabric (Sebina-Zziwa et al. 2008), create a window of 
opportunity, which makes room for changes, but also exploitation. This can be 
interpreted as an expanding factor to ones space of possibility as it breaks some of the 
chains and makes room for a more unrestricted navigation. However, again with the 
danger of only benefitting those who are already in a favorable social position and/or 
putting others in a position, where they need to take matters into own hands.  
Navigational Strategies as Immediate and Imagined 
We have now seen how one’s space of possibility in situation of land conflict is highly 
influenced by social positions and that youth’s navigation relies upon both. However, 
we still need to focus more on the youth’s navigation itself. Navigation is a way of 
moving within moving environments. The setting in Koch Goma, and Acholiland in 
general, is a socio-fluid society in rapid transformation. Previously we saw how diverse 
motives of involvement were rooted in a complex web of interconnected internal and 
external motives and power relations. Nevertheless, the navigator is viewed as an 
individual actor (though influenced by the social actors surrounding him or her) and 
thus we in the following focus on the individual’s choice of navigation. Furthermore we 
integrate the important aspect embedded in the concept of social navigation; namely the 
twofold and co-existing presence of the immediate and imagined (chapter 2). 
During the fieldwork period we saw many examples of youth navigation containing 
both aspects of the immediate and the imagined concurrently. Some youth choose 
avoidance as their navigational strategy when faced by land conflict, most of the time 
because of immediate fear of what would happen to them, if they involved themselves 
in a fight. In these cases, the imagined is mainly to avoid a long and violent conflict 
with an (often more powerful) opponent. However, on the contrary, choosing to fight as 
the navigational possibility can as well contain both immediate and imagined reasoning. 
A young man62 explained that youth have to obey their fathers, when they tell them to 
fight. This can be perceived, as if the immediate consideration is the most influential on 
their navigation. He though added that youth also have to defend the land, since it is 
their future, which points at his navigation being influenced by the imagined.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Field notes, Orum, 2nd October 2013, young man, aged 21. 
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More disaggregated than the two latter examples, the following example shows the 
more extreme versions of the immediate and imagined in navigational strategies. When 
we were in Lii, we met a young man63, who told us in details about an incident in his 
garden. Here two persons from a family, his own family was conflicting with, 
confronted him. They told him to stop using the garden even though he had obtained 
permission to harvest his crops on a previous mediation that had been held. When he 
was threatened with violence, he chose to fight the young man from the other family 
and ended up beating him up. He later had to go to prison for having done so. This can 
be perceived as a more immediate strategy, because of the sudden situation he was 
placed within. This is the same person we mention earlier, who said that if you are 
defeated, you lose respect. His choice of fighting (back) can hence also be seen as a 
strategy based on a wish to protect his future reputation and social position in the 
society; the imagined. This young man also told us about a very strategic navigation of 
encroaching on other people’s land, described as follows:  
 “The elders are settled in a small area in the middle [of the compound], and the youth 
are cultivating on the outside plots. The elders of the family tell the youth to encroach 
on the neighbors’ plots, so they get bigger areas of land. The youth starts one by one to 
farm on their neighbors’ land on strategic locations, and if any of the neighbors do 
anything to prevent it, many youth from the family will come and surround the neighbor 
and attack him. When they succeed to gradually push the neighbor off some of the land, 
soon you will see that the land is sold, and the family has the same piece of land that 
they had before, but now they have motorbikes and a small fortune.64”  
As the young man was giving us this example of how youth is used in land conflicts, 
our interpreter was drawing a figure illustrating the explained strategy. The original 
figure is on the front page, and here we have illustrated it as well. 
Figure 8.1 – Strategic Encroachment 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Field notes, Lii, 3rd of October 2013, young man, aged 26. 
64 Field notes, Lii, 3rd of October 2013, young man, aged 26. 
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What the young man from Lii described is not a thing related to chance, coincidence or 
confusion. This is clearly more about the imagined than the immediate. What he 
described is a well thought-through strategy, aiming specifically at getting access to 
additional land with the intention of economic gain. It is a strategy that is only available 
to those willing to choose the possibility of violence, and who have the means to 
actually perform such an act, i.e. has the needed number of youth, who can carry out the 
role as intimidators. We have to pay attention to the fact that the youth he talks of are 
acting as extensions for the elders whom are encouraging the encroachment. The 
intergenerational aspect is thus essential to the navigation of the individual youth. This 
challenges our initial assumption of viewing navigation as the action of individuals and 
makes it even more evident that youth’s navigation is highly dependent on their social 
positions and relations, particularly intergenerational relations.  
What would the situation look like if it was the other way around, and the elders spoke 
against encroaching? As it has been stated in both part 1 and 2 of the analysis, youth 
have to obey or at least follow the will of their parents or guardians, to ensure and 
maintain their user right to land. Therefore, much power still lies in the hands of the 
respected elders, whether the youth choose the navigational possibility of seeking 
guidance from elders or not. During our time in Orum, a land conflict happened, which 
we came to follow quite closely. A large number of huts were burned and goats and 
cattle was either stolen or killed, in what the rumors described as a land conflict. 
Through some of our contacts in the area we went and visited the site of the clan that 
had been attacked. Here we found women in the process of gathering the few remaining 
crops and valuables. Talking to them became the launch of a series of interviews, with 
the four clans whom all had been entangled in this conflict. In short, the story came to 
show a conflict that was spreading from clan to clan. Throughout the conflict youth had 
roles to play, and acted both on behalf of themselves and on behalf of the elders. It was 
clear that when it came to the use of physical force, youth were the ones to be called; 
yet still led by their respective clan elders. Though, on one occasion youth violently 
revenged the death of a relative (the father of some of them) by burning down huts and 
destroying the property of the clan behind his death. The youth did not stop until elders 
arrived and stopped them.65 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 Field notes, Orum, from 11th, 14th, and 22nd of October 2013, interviews with four clans.  
	   80	  
Again these stories show how youth navigate by the restraints of elders, who more or 
less control which navigational possibilities are chosen. What appears to be youth’s own 
strategies or choices of navigation are therefore often strategies of elders in disguise. 
Even though the majority of the cases mentioned in this paragraph have been focusing 
on violence as the navigational possibility, it is important to state that not all elders 
guide youth into violence. Many other navigational possibilities are likely to be more 
common. Going to communal leaders, elders and court seemed to be the norm, 
especially in Amar parish where the general level of trust in authorities was evidently 
higher. In other cases, youth have an individual strategy, and may come up with 
distinctive ideas not necessarily derived from their elders. However, the general picture 
from our interviews is that youth’s navigation is highly influenced by intergenerational 
bonds within the communities and is always inseparable of youth’s social position, 
which again affects the contextual space of possibility.  
Navigational Inequalities 
Returning to the two cases from Orum and Amar (described in the beginning of this 
chapter) these cases display two young men with very different social positions, and 
two very different navigations. Their social positions have respectively exposed and 
protected them in conflict. This raises concern about people placed in some of the more 
exposed social positions, such as orphans, widows and child-headed households. These 
vulnerable groups are at a higher risk of losing struggles over land, due their limited 
space of possibilities, which results in deepening inequality and exclusion. This 
correlates with the argument of Peters (2004):   
“I argue that the pervasive competition and conflict over land call into serious question 
the image of relatively open, negotiable and adaptive customary systems of landholding 
and land use and, instead, reveal processes of exclusion, deepening social divisions and 
class formation” (Peters 2004:270) 
Navigating within land conflicts includes a struggle over social positions as well as 
access to land, since the first part of the analysis point at the coherence between those 
two. As we see the importance of social positions, it inevitably shows a risk of 
escalating inequalities. We stress this point with an example of how social positions 
matter in navigation and affect the power balance. The example is the case of the large-
scale land claim from Amar, described previously. Here we encountered how a rich clan 
had bought a tractor and plowed up the entire land surrounding the hut of a young man, 
	   81	  
whom they accused of encroaching on their land (See front page photo). 
Contradictorily, in his testimony the young man talked about being deprived of his land 
to a stronger and better off outsider, who is encroaching on customary land and 
displacing an entire community.66 What is significant is not who rightfully claim the 
land, but rather how their individual social position provides them with different 
navigational possibilities, as their space of possibility is very different. Lawful or not, 
the rich clan has the power to roll over the young man (and the rest of the community), 
widening the inequality of social groups, as his possibility of fighting back is limited.  
Turning the matter upside down, social inequalities are not only created by land 
conflicts, but also used and exploited in land conflicts. This is often seen in connection 
with the navigational possibility related to economic capacity. In one end of the scale, 
youth are in such a desperate social position, that they are willing to sell their labor to 
be used as mercenaries in other people’s land conflicts as described in chapter 7. Even 
more exploitable are the youth who are willing to fight in exchange of alcohol. Not 
necessarily intended as mercenaries, youth are also employed at bigger farms for 
cultivation purposes. On a number of occasions we have heard examples of employees, 
who have been used to cause violence in their employer’s land conflict. Taking the high 
unemployment rate into consideration, it is maybe not surprising that youth are willing 
to go further to maintain their job, but we were not able to talk with any of the workers, 
since most of them come from other regions and do not speak Lwo.  
On the other end of the scale are well-educated diaspora youth who send money back to 
their families who are in land disputes in order to finance the continuous struggle. 
Social inequalities in both ends of the spectrum are thereby used in order to improve 
one’s social position in land disputes.  
To summarize, the described deepening social inequality is an indicator of some of the 
consequences of land conflicts within the areas of study. The many land conflicts we 
have encountered are of course affecting the two involved parties, but might also be a 
symptom of a society in transition, where the open moments, created by failing 
authoritative institutions, legal pluralism and a social fabric that is somewhat torn, are 
now leading to an even further deepening of social inequality and distribution of wealth.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Field notes, Amar, 16th of October 2013, young man, aged 27. 
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Navigational Consequences 
No matter which navigational possibility youth choose in land disputes, the outcome of 
their choices remains uncertain, since their actions are interlinked with actions of other 
social actors in an ever-changing environment. However, it becomes clear that 
navigating conflicts have consequences. To some it mean the loss of lives, to others it 
mean physical damage and broken limbs. As we followed the case, where four clans 
had been conflicting, we saw numerous effects of land conflicts of its sort. Most visible 
was the burnt down huts, destroyed crops, and the scars and broken arms of some of the 
ones involved, with x-rays showing bones completely separated from each other, 
leaving one doubtful that these limbs will ever function again.  But even more 
devastating seems to be the displacement of all people connected to the clans in conflict, 
whom now are scattered around at relatives, or hiding in the bush. We faced this 
problem directly when talking to a young woman67, who had very limited access to 
land, and now also had to host her husband’s sister and the sisters child as they had been 
displaced by the fighting, which had taken place between the clans. The conflicts thus 
come to affect a wider part of the population, than just the conflicting parts, as the 
conflicts spread like ripples is water. We have already described how the clan conflict 
spread from just being between two clans, and then dragging in additional two clans. 
However, it does not end there, as all displaced from this will have to seek refuge at 
relatives or other social networks, putting pressure on land elsewhere. In the case of the 
clan conflict we heard estimations that pointed to the displacement of almost 100 people 
from just one clan, showing the magnitude of the consequences.  
Others have expressed fear of losing income, as the conflicted land cannot be utilized 
until a solution is found. This might be disturbing to livelihoods, as reliance on land is 
so obviously important. Furthermore, a problem arises when men who have been in 
conflict either hide in the bush or are arrested, as their labor capital is needed in the 
garden, thereby affecting the whole family. In a family where raising capital is already a 
struggle, the loss of income from agriculture might be the tipping point keeping children 
from entering into education. Again drawing lines to part one of the analyses, where a 
woman expressed her fear of her children becoming thieves, if they lost their land in a 
dispute. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 Field notes, Orum, 3rd of October 2013, young woman, aged 18. 
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Summary 
Concluding on all three parts of the analysis, it becomes evident that land is closely 
interlinked with social positions and that this again affects how and why youth get 
involved and involve themselves in land disputes. The type of land dispute and the 
motives for their involvement obviously influence youth’s choice of navigation in the 
conflicts. Youth’s navigational possibilities are to a great extend determined by their 
spaces of possibilities. Depending on the context of the dispute, the social position of 
the youths as well as their ability to take advantage of the open moments created, their 
space of possibility can either be limited or expanded. We identified six main 
navigational possibilities; fighting opponent, avoidance of conflict, take the case to the 
communal leaders or the court, seek guidance or make use of their economic capacity. 
These were often interlinked and contained both immediate and imagined perspectives 
in various versions.  
Based on our interviews it also appeared that land disputes deepened social inequalities, 
both at the small-scale level between two conflicting parties, and on a lager scale 
looking at the parishes. Social inequalities were also used and exploited in order to 
improve the social positions of conflicting parties in disputes. Most evident, the youth’s 
choices of navigation in land disputes have crucial consequences – both for the parties 
involved, but also on a larger parish and sub county levels.  
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Conclusions 
Although a great amount of theoretical, academic literature has been focusing on the 
role of youth in conflicts, less attention has been paid to the role of youth in land 
conflicts. Therefore this report has been uncovering the relations between youth, access 
to land and conflicts over land. We have in the previous three chapters of our analysis 
examined how youth access land, how they become involved in land conflicts and 
lastly, how they navigate within land conflicts in the parishes of Lii, Orum and Amar in 
Acholiland. We have done so by looking into the social dynamics pulling and pushing 
young men and women (mostly men) to act in certain ways, when their access to land is 
contested. 
In the setting of Koch Goma, our study has shown that youth primarily access 
customary land through social relations. Access is consequently a user right, as 
authority over land remains in the hands of the elders or the clan. Land access is thus 
constituted through social relations and is hence constantly the subject of change and 
renegotiations. Vice versa, land access provides youth with a social position and 
recognition in the community. We therefore argue that land access can be seen as a 
social position in movement.  
Consequences of the Fluid Tenure System 
It is evident that social norms and social relations governing customary tenure have 
undergone rapid transformation during years of war and displacement. What is 
considered legitimate claims to customary land has eroded and produced a fluid and 
malfunctioning tenure system. Therefore, post-conflict Acholiland has become a setting 
of widespread tenure insecurity. Due to changed social norms and attitudes towards 
land, as land has become a valuable commodity, youth are, unlike their ancestors, less 
willing to accommodate landless relatives and friends. Thereby customary tenure loses 
its ability to generate tenure security.  
Given lands rising value and its importance as the only source of livelihood, people tend 
to cling onto it and defend it. We have identified multiple reasons and motives for youth 
engaging in land conflicts, and social positions have shown to be at the center of 
involvement. Even though we have found that these motives exist concurrently, we 
have identified that intergenerational aspects are the main source that compel youth to 
engage in land conflicts.  
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Increased Importance of Social Positions and Deepening Social Inequality 
Furthermore we have demonstrated that incapacity and corruption in most institutions 
governing land in Koch Goma Sub County create an institutional vacuum, consequently 
enhancing the decisiveness of social positions. The post-conflict situation produces 
open moments, where those in a privileged position, can deprive disadvantaged groups 
of their land in the fluid and unstable tenure system. On the contrary, youth in weaker 
positions (often very aware of their positions) engage anyway, as they simply cannot 
afford to lose their land or because elders force them. Economic resources, political 
influence, or simply having many youth are all factors that determine your social 
position within a conflict over land. One’s social position shall thus always be 
understood in relation the opponent’s.  
Once within conflict, social positions determine the space of possibility, in which one 
can navigate. Youth both navigate to consolidate and maintain what they are entitled to 
through their social position, but youth also navigate to improve their social position 
and acquire more land. Some actions are imagined, strategic and long-term, while others 
appear more spontaneous and immediate. Youth in powerful social positions with 
expanded spaces of possibility may use strategic approaches, as they have the time and 
resources to shop between different fora. Youth in less advantaged positions with fewer 
navigational possibilities tend to act immediately and possibly with violence, because 
they feel left with no other options. The violent acts often place disadvantaged youth in 
an even weaker position as they face imprisonment, poor odds in court, or having to flee 
from the land due to fear of revenge.  
The post-conflict setting characterized by institutional vacuum and widespread 
corruption thus produces deepening social inequality, as social positions become crucial 
when access to and claims over land are contested.  Since youth are often placed in a 
subordinate social position and only have secondary user rights to land, they are placed 
in a disadvantaged social position and are more often forced to fight over land. The 
post-conflict setting therefore alters the role of youth in land conflicts, as their access 
and navigational possibilities are limited by the consequences of a mal-functioning 
tenure system.  
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Lessons From the Post-Conflict Situation of Koch Goma Sub County 
Our findings are based on empirical data conducted in Koch Goma Sub County and 
cannot simply be applied to other localities. We have only spoken to youth situated in 
the specific context and situation of Koch Goma, and had the study been conducted 
elsewhere, i.e. in an urban setting, the relations between youth, land access and land 
conflicts would have been considerably different.  
We have approached Koch Goma as a post-conflict setting in order to understand how 
the fluidity and dynamics in property rights present in a post-conflict context influence 
the emergence of land conflicts and youth’s navigations within these. We have looked 
into the demographic, political, economic and social shifts in the region, which have 
altered conditions and people’s norms and attitudes towards land significantly. It is 
difficult to determine to what degree the rising number of land conflicts are a product of 
the legacy of war and displacement, or whether they would have happened anyway as 
transforming cultures are the inevitable consequences of globalization. Still we argue 
that the post-conflict setting in Koch Goma is without a doubt a very fragile starting 
point, when resettling and reintegrating people in the local societies. The issues and 
trends found can contribute to the overall understanding of land conflicts in post-
conflict areas, and particularly shed light on the importance of youth. In the case of 
Koch Goma youth are a main actor in land conflicts, acting on their own but also on 
behalf of others as they are entangled in a web of power relations. They are hence 
located in a gray zone between being perpetrators and victims of land conflicts. It is in 
this way crucial to recognize that looking into land and land tenure in a local setting 
reveals complex social positions and power relations within the setting.  
Developmental Consequences 
Our findings bring attention to the importance of supporting people in their resettlement 
and reintegration into their local communities in order to avoid chaos and escalating 
conflict in a volatile and unstable post-conflict context. Rugadya (2008) criticizes the 
Ugandan government’s national resettlement policy from 2004. She believes that it 
failed to support Acholis in their resettlement, by placing the responsibility on local 
governments without elaborating on how the process was supposed to take place. We 
argue that by just instructing people to return to their ancestral land, the importance of 
land and how land tenure is a dynamic system produced and reproduced through social 
and political struggles is underestimated.  
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We have found that disputes over land have widespread consequences on the future 
development of Koch Goma Sub County. Land conflicts do become an obstacle to 
development. The fertile land of the sub county is an important economic asset, but is 
unutilized and deprived its potential economic value, as contested land is inaccessible 
for people. Land conflicts have led to new displacement either because people have fled 
their land out of fear or simply because their settlement on the land has been destroyed. 
The displaced move to friends and relatives, thereby adding more pressure on already 
scarce land, potentially drawing other people into the conflict or even create new ones. 
A conflict thus comes to affect a wider part of the population than just the conflicting 
parts as conflicts spread like ripples in water. In addition, we found that as a result of 
land conflicts many young men are in prison, hiding in the bush or seriously injured. 
This loss of labor capital in a family results in declining agricultural income and reduces 
the chance of sending children to school. Land conflicts do in this way have severe 
developmental consequences to the area and for youth, who according to Whyte (2006) 
are the ones changing Africa. It is therefore of paramount importance to shed light on 
the interrelated links between youth, access to land and land conflicts to understand why 
land conflicts occur and develop in order to reduce the consequences of land disputes in 
other post-conflict settings in sub-Saharan Africa.  
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